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DAD’S BRATVA BEAR FRIEND 


Arta 


When my father sends me to Russia in mysterious 
circumstances I’m not expecting to find that the object of 
my childhood crush is still as hot as ever...or that | want him 
so much I can’t think straight. But Mikhail Sabitov has 
secrets of his own. Secrets that turn out to be linked to my 
own, and to the mystery that hangs over my future. 


Mikhail 


| don’t have time for women. Not with a bratva alliance 
going badly wrong and a clan of shape shifters to 
protect...but Arta awakens something primal in me and | 
know | have to claim her as my own. But with danger on the 
horizon, will | be able to keep her safe? 


*Dad’s Bratva Bear Friend is an insta-everything standalone 
instalove romance with an HEA, no cheating, and no 
cliffhanger. 


NEWSLETTER 


Wake up to a free, new, original story on Christmas morning 
by joining my mailing list and staying subscribed. 


Click here >> Get a FREE book for Christmas 


CHAPTER 1 


Mikhail 


There’s trouble coming. 

| can smell it. 

| walk to the open window of my bedroom and smell the 
crisp mountain air. I’ve just shifted back to my human form 
after a good, long prowl through my mountain territory and 
my bear senses are still on high alert. But | know that what 
I’m sensing is less of a tangible presence and more of an 
Intuition. 

Something's going to happen. 

It’s probably a good thing. The last few months have been 
far too quiet. My nearest Clan members, Andrei and Alek, 
have settled down recently by taking human mates. They 
have even gotten married. 


The thought of it makes my lip curl. | just can’t imagine 
being tied down to a woman. Especially a human 
woman...out Clan females are in short supply. Which leaves 
me alone. 


| like being alone. Most bears are solitary by nature, 
preferring our own company even while being fiercely loyal 
to the Clan, but even for a bear | know I’m more solitary than 
most. | just don’t need people...never have, never will. 


The restlessness I’ve felt lately has nothing to do with being 
lonely, and yet I’ve found myself shifting more and more 
often rather than prowl my house alone. It’s happened 
before. Clan legends talk of those who just stopped shifting 
back and went fully wild and sometimes | think that’s the 


direction l'Il end up going down. The human world offers 
little appeal to me. 


But the Clan needs me. While we don’t officially name a 
leader, we all know I’m it. | have the biggest territory, 
covering the mountains of Northern Russia as well as part of 
Arkhangelsk and St Petersburg, and I’m one of the strongest 
and fastest. Only Andrei and Alek could possibly rival me on 
that, but now that they both have families they take on less 
responsibility. In fact they’ve gone native...owning 
businesses and getting married. Having children even. 


Would I like children? Boys to carry on the Clan and the 
Sabitov name? Maybe. But that would involve making 
connections | don’t have the time or inclination for. I’ve been 
with women, while | was younger, but it just didn’t keep my 
interest. | see the way women look at me and | can smell the 
desire on them but as hard as | tried | couldn’t reciprocate 
beyond the urge for a quick physical release. 


So | stopped trying. The future that stretches out in front of 
me looks very different from my Clan mates with their 
babies and businesses. | look out over the mountain range 
again and | can feel the wild calling me. 


| just have to get this business with the bratva sorted. 


Going back to the time of the tsars the Clan have been 
protectors of the people. It’s what we do. It’s who we 
are...even if | don’t like people very much. For decades we 
have had an alliance with the local bratva that in turn for 
their curtailing the worst of their operations, we lend them 
our strength and speed. And ability to kill. We function like a 
criminal covert ops unit and our existence is secret to all but 
a select few. Right now we work with Baranovsky, the local 
bratva kingpin for Northern Russia, but the alliance has 
been strained since he came to power. He resents the fact 
that we exist outside of his reach and that he can not control 
us, and so we are in a stalemate. Without our support he 
won't hold Northern Russia, but if he were to leak the 


knowledge of our existence to the Kremlin all hell would 

break loose. And so neither side can risk all-out war, yet | 
sense Baranovsky growing bolder. Something is going to 
happen soon, I’m sure of it. 


Although I’m worried about the safety of the Clan - 
especially now that there are so many children, a whole new 
generation - if I’m honest with myself | know | would 
welcome the chance to take Baranovsky down. He’s a bully 
and a sadist and | have no time for his machinations. | would 
happily rip out his throat, and I’m starting to wonder if that 
isn’t the answer. Kill him, let the bratva sort it out among 
themselves who is to be their next leader and let the Clan be 
separated from the alliance. There would be less risk of 
exposure. 

But | can’t do that. | have sworn a sacred duty to protect the 
innocents in our territory and that means making sure the 
alliance holds. My old mentor, Jan, drummed into me the 
duty we have as guardians of this land and | would never let 
him down. 


Jan. | feel a pang in my chest as I think of him. | heard the 
news that he had died just a few days ago. | never knew my 
parents and grew up in an orphanage, running away after 
realising | could shift and living wild until Jan scented me 
out and took me under his wing. He was the closest thing to 
family | had. Twenty one years ago when | was just eighteen 
he moved to America and | took over his territory. We’ve 
stayed in touch, but he turned his back on the bratva life 
after finding out he had a daughter whose mother had 
abandoned her after realising she was ‘different’. Jan had 
taken her on and wanted her to have a ‘normal’ life, 
whatever that means. 

Maybe that’s why | feel faintly let down by Andrei and Alek. 
While it was time for me to have my own territory | couldn’t 
help feeling that Jan had left me for a human family. | visited 
over the years though and could hardly begrudge him his 


newfound peace even if | couldn’t understand it. His 
daughter was a pale little thing, all eyes and hair, who used 
to follow me around whenever | visited. She would be an 
adult now. | wonder how she’s dealing with his death. Maybe 
| should send a card, or something. 


Then | hear something out of the window and I’m back in the 
present. There’s someone coming up my drive. 

| pull a shirt on but don’t bother to button it and go 
downstairs with all my senses on high alert. | don’t get 
unannounced visitors so my first instinct tells me something 
is wrong. Poised for trouble | answer the door. 


The young woman who stands there takes my breath away. 
With long platinum hair, the face of an angel and a body 
that screams sex, even | can’t help but notice her. 


| more than notice her. | want her. Her full lips part in 
surprise as she stares at me and yes, | can tell she’s just as 
aroused as | am. The thought makes my cock twitch as lust 
courses through me. 

Then she says my name and pushes her hair back off her 
face in a gesture | recognise, and | realise who she is. 

Arta. 

Jan’s daughter. 

What the fuck is she doing here? 

“Are you in trouble?” | say. She raises an eyebrow at me. 

“A hello would be nice. I’m Arta. I’m Jan’s daughter.” 

“| know who you are.” My voice comes out as a little more 
than a growl and she takes a step back. | realize I’m 
probably scaring her. | should let her in - it’s a cold night - 
but right now I don’t trust myself not to drag her up to my 
bedroom. Every inch of me wants to have her and I’ve never 
been affected by women like this so | don’t know how to 
react. 


She’s Jan’s daughter. My mentor, my friend. And, | realize 
with a shock, that means she is Clan. Does she know? He 
moved away so she could have a regular upbringing away 
from bears and organised crime but he would have told her 
once she reached adulthood surely? 


“Why are you here?” | ask and now she looks annoyed as 
well as apprehensive. | know, my people skills aren’t the 
best. 

“My father,” she begins and her eyes fill with tears. For a 
moment my desire is forgotten. | hold the door open for her. 


“Come in,” | say. She steps inside and | shut the door behind 
her and then walk down the hall to my study, motioning 
with a jerk of my head for her to follow. | notice she has a 
large suitcase with her. 


“Where are you staying?” | ask. There are no hotels this far 
north. 


“Erm, here?” 


| stare at her. She sighs and | see how fragile she looks. | 
motion to a chair. 


“Sit down.” She does, looking relieved. | go to my liquor 
cabinet and make us both a vodka and pass one to her, 
sitting down opposite. | don’t drink very often but this feels 
like as good a time as any. 

“Thank you. | suppose | should start from the beginning?” 

| nod, trying not to be distracted by the curve of her tits in 
her tight fitting white crew neck. She’s exquisite, with the 
softest looking skin I’ve ever seen. | try to remind myself 
who she is and what she is but my body just doesn’t seem to 
care. 

“My father is dead,” she says softly and takes a big swig of 
her drink. 


“I know, | heard. He was a good man, | will miss him.” 


She smiles sadly at that and | see the dimples by the sides 
of her mouth. | have a sudden image of how that pretty little 
mouth would look around my cock and look away, cursing 
myself. Collecting my thoughts, I look back at her. Waiting 
for her to explain why she’s here. She didn’t come all this 
way just to tell me about her father passing. 


“He was ill...lung cancer.” 


“He told me a few months ago. He didn’t say it was so 
serious.” 


“| don’t think he realized. The doctors kept telling him to 
stop smoking, but he wouldn’t listen, he seemed to think 
normal rules didn’t apply to him. | mean, he was never ill. 
When I was growing up he wasn’t ill once.” 


| nod, trying not to betray my thoughts. She doesn’t know, | 
realise. She doesn’t know what her father was, what | am. 
What blood flows through her veins. 


Clan women very rarely shift, only the men, so | assume 
when Jan realized it was going to be the same for his 
daughter he decided there was no need to tell her. | 
wondered how he ever managed to shift without her finding 
out. 


“| always used to tell him to stop smoking,” | say, feeling sad 
as | think of it. We rarely get ill and are very hard to kill, 
usually dying of either old age or a very serious accident. 
We have amazing healing capabilities. But human toxins 
don’t suit us and it seems even we aren’t immune to the 
perils of regular smoking. 


She looks pained and looks down at her hands. | feel the 
sudden urge to take her in my arms and kiss the pain and 
grief away, an urge that amazes me. The tenderness | feel 
towards her is at complete odds with the fierce, raw lust. | 
wonder if the news of Jan’s death has made me slightly 
insane. 


“So why are you here?” | ask again, quietly. She looks up at 
me with those beautiful blue eyes framed by long, dark 
lashes that make a striking contrast to the white of her hair. 


“The last few days...he knew he was dying. He told me to 
come.” 


| sit straight up, taken aback by her words. 
“He told you to come? Here?” 


She nods. “He said something about me ...discovering 
myself? That he couldn’t protect me anymore. He said to 
come to you. He was very insistent about it.” 


My head is whirring. Jan has entrusted his daughter, who has 
no idea the Clan even exists, to me and all I can do is sit 
here and think about undressing her. 


“If it’s inconvenient...” she says, her cheeks starting to 
colour. | shake my head quickly, feeling like a tool. She’s still 
young, a woman yes but still young, and she’s just lost her 
father who has sent her all the way to Russia to discover 
herself...and she ends up here. | can hardly turn her away. 


“You can stay,” | say abruptly. There’s a spare bedroom 
upstairs, although | can’t remember the last time it was 
used. She looks relieved, and | wonder what was or wasn’t 
going on in her life that she could just pack up and come all 
the way to Russia on the whim of a dying father. Why didn’t 
Jan tell her? I’m more than a little resentful that this 
responsibility was left to me. | stand up, looking at the clock. 
It’s late and her journey would have been a long one. She 
looks exhausted. 


“Have you eaten?” 
She nods. 


“I'll show you to your room then,” | say. | pick up her bag and 
open the door for her, motioning her towards the large 
staircase over on the other side of the hall. As she ascends | 
do my best not to watch the swaying curve of her ass but it’s 
no easy task. She is the perfect mixture of petite and 


womanly curves and her suede pants fit her like a second 
skin. | take a deep breath and look away, running through all 
the reasons why my fierce attraction to her is completely 
inappropriate as though that will help ease the attraction 
itself. 


It doesn’t help. 


| show her to her room and dump her bag inside. As | turn to 
her she is looking up at me with those wide eyes and | catch 
her gaze running over my chest and see how her pupils 
dilate. | know she wants me too. 


“You should be comfortable in here. We'll talk in the 
morning,” | tell her and then shut the door and leave her to 
it. | have a vague sense I’m being less than hospitable but 
I’m really not used to guests. 


| sigh as | walk back down the stairs. | was right, | think, 
there was trouble coming and it just showed up right on my 
doorstep. 


| just wasn’t expecting it to look like this. 


CHAPTER 2 


Arta 


| sit on the edge of the bed looking around me and feeling a 
little shell-shocked. | mean, | remember Mikhail as 
completely gorgeous but even so my reaction to him has left 
me reeling. Especially when all | have been able to feel for 
days is grief. 

Mikhail visited a few times when | was a child and | always 
felt intimidated by him. He is at least fifteen years older than 
me and never really spoke to me at any length. | got the 
impression he wasn’t a kid person. Then | was a teenager 
and suddenly very aware of the male sex - or at least they 
were aware of me. | was very conscious of my own body and 
a new, restless need but the boys at school left me cold. 
Mikhail however on his rare visits made my heart beat faster 
and a gnawing ache begin deep in my body. He was 
oblivious to me and spent his visits having long 
conversations in the library with my father. Those were the 
only times | felt as though | wasn’t my father’s centre of 
attention. | knew he had secrets, but they were always more 
apparent when Mikhail was around. 


But | thought it was a teenage crush. | didn’t expect that he 
would answer the door looking like some kind of Russian 
Adonis. The dark hair and eyes framing those decadently full 
lips, and oh my god that body. Even under his shirt and 
pants the broadness of his chest and thighs and those 
rippling muscles were apparent. The sight of him took me 
right back to my days spent lusting after him as a teenager, 
wondering how | could make him notice me. Of course, he 
never did. 


He doesn’t seem too impressed with me now either. Granted, 
it’s late for visitors never mind one turning up with her 
suitcase, but considering my father has only just died | was 
expecting more sympathy. It would have been nice to spend 
some time talking about my father with someone who used 
to know him so well. Instead he couldn’t wait to get me out 
of the way into my room quick enough. 


Maybe he has someone here? The thought hadn’t occurred 
to me but it’s quite likely he doesn’t live here alone. A man 
who looks like that must have women lining up from here to 
Moscow. The thought of him just down the hall from me with 
a woman makes my insides twist uncomfortably. 


Huh. I’m jealous. Of a man | barely know who probably still 
sees me as a kid in spite of my twenty-three years. He must 
be nearly forty after all. 


With a sigh | lie back on the bed. It’s king-size and 
comfortable but there’s a faint musty smell about the room 
as if it hasn’t been inhabited for years. My father would have 
stayed here, | realise with a pang of sadness, on the times he 
came to visit Mikhail while | was away at college. 


Thinking about my father | ask the question that Mikhail 
didn’t seem willing to answer...Why did he send me here? 
Why was it so important to him that | come to Russia and 
just exactly what is it he wanted me to discover? 


Who I really am...1 never spoke to my father about the fact 
that | felt different my whole life. That although I have 
friends and I’ve loved my studies, having just qualified as a 
biochemist, | have always felt on the outside. Like | somehow 
don’t quite belong in the world. Growing up, | thought it was 
because I’m Russian by blood, or because | didn’t have a 
mother around and it was just me and Dad, but since I’ve 
become an adult I’ve realized there really does seem to be 
something separating me from other people but I just can’t 
put my finger on what it is. 


| never get sick. It sounds silly but I just don’t. I’ve never had 
a cold or chicken pox or anything. And if | hurt myself cuts 
and bruises healed really, really fast. Dad says -said - | have 
a really strong immune system. It’s one of the reasons | went 
into the biochemical field - though | haven’t yet had the 
nerve to put myself under the microscope. 

The question that’s bugging me now though is why I’ve 
been sent to Mikhail for the answers. Answers he doesn’t 
seem to want to give. 

Maybe I'll find out in the morning. 


| get undressed and into my pyjamas and get into bed, 
knowing | won’t sleep well. | haven’t slept properly since my 
father died except for a few hours on the plane. 

To my surprise though | find I can’t keep my eyes open and 
the fog of sleep starts to overtake me. It must be the 
mountain air, | tell myself. 

The last thing | see in my mind’s eye before sleep starts to 
claim me is Mikhail’s brooding face and those soft, kissable 
lips. 


CHAPTER 3 


Mikhail 


“| always wondered if she would ever turn up,” Alek says, 
handing me a strong coffee. It’s six am and I've called a 
meeting with Andrei and Alek. Thanks to our ability to shift 
and our super speed they were here within half an hour. We 
all keep spare sets of clothes at each other’s houses for 
precisely these events. Jan’s daughter is still presumably 
asleep upstairs with no idea we are down here talking about 
her. 


| didn’t sleep at all last night. The thought of her just a few 
yards away, sleeping in my house drove me to distraction. 
Damn Jan, why did he send her to me? But of course | know 
why; she is Clan and with her father gone she belongs with 
US. 

She belongs with me. The thought hits me out of the blue 
and as much as l try to reject it | know with my deepest 
instinct that it is true. | want to do more than just fuck her - 
although I really want to do that too. | want to make her 
mine body and soul. To claim her as my mate. 


There is not much in this world that has ever scared me, but 
this does. We bears mate for life. | have watched both Andrei 
and Alek succumb recently and take humans as mates. Even 
get married. And | swore that would never happen to 
me...could never understand the appeal. Now | understand 
perfectly. Since she arrived she has occupied my every 
thought and it has taken every drop of self control | possess 
not to knock on her bedroom door and take her into my bed. 


She wants me too, | know it. | vaguely remember her as a 
kid. Remember her as a gangly teen watching me when she 


thought | wasn’t paying attention, unaware that my senses 
are sharper than most. Jan thought she had a crush on me 
and that it was sweet...not wanting to embarrass the kid | 
ignored her more than | perhaps would have done. But the 
woman who turned up on my doorstep last night is no kid. 
And although it makes perfect sense that Jan would send her 
here a part of me can’t help wondering - did he know? Did 
he watch her turning into a beautiful young woman, and 
knowing she was Clan, know exactly what could happen if 
he sent her to me? 


Or perhaps I’m just looking for excuses and a reason to not 
feel guilty about desiring her. More than likely he would 
have expected me to just protect her, not think about 
seducing her. 


Life is getting far too complicated. 
| look up to see Alek and Andrei staring at me. 
“What?” 


“You look miles away,” Andrei says with a frown. “I was just 
asking you when you were going to tell her.” 


“| don’t know,” I say honestly, “but it has to be sooner rather 
than later. She wants answers and whether she knows it or 
not with Jan gone she needs us. And for the safety of the 
Clan she has to know who she is. I’m surprised Jan didn’t tell 
her before now - but he wanted her to have as normal a life 
as possible.” 


| don’t tell them that last night | thought seriously about 
sending her home and telling her | have no idea what her 
father was talking about. It would remove the temptation. | 
tried to tell myself she would be better off not knowing. That 
may even be true, but by the rules of the Clan she needs to 
be here with us. Our biggest fear is the world getting a hold 
of the secret of our existence, and while Arta may never shift 
she could well end up exposing us without even knowing 
what she is. A blood test, a public accident that reveals her 


healing capabilities...or a boy child that shifts as soon as he 
hits puberty...the potential for disaster is huge. She needs to 
know. 


“Is she going to want to give up whatever life she has in 
America to come and live here in Russia? With us?” Alek 
points out. | shrug. 

“She has to. Clan stick together and hold our territories - 
and the alliance with the bratva.” 


“Jan didn’t,” Andrei points out. | dip my head, conceding his 
point. In many ways Jan leaving for America was a betrayal 
and completely against Clan rules - back when the Clan was 
larger bears were killed for less. But Jan was, back then, our 
leader of sorts and there hadn't been a Clan baby born since 
Alek’s sister Jenka. Sixteen years and no new blood. So Jan’s 
decision to protect his daughter had been respected if not 
quite understood. Unbeknownst to the other bears though, 
including Andrei and Alek, Jan had remained my mentor and 
still had a hand in our dealings behind the scenes. 


| will miss him. | feel a stab of guilt again as I think of his 
daughter upstairs and wonder if she sleeps naked. 


“No he didn’t. But he isn’t enforcing our boundaries 
anymore - | am.” 


Neither of them challenges me. Although we have no official 
leader | have naturally slipped into that role as Jan did 
before me and | oversee our operations with Baranovsky. 
Maybe someday another bear will challenge my unspoken 
leadership - but it won’t be today. 


“So we have to tell her and we’ll have to formally welcome 
her into the Clan,” Andrei says with a shrug of his own. “She 
might not like it and she might run. But she'll come back. 
Once she knows what is out there for her? She'll never be 
able to fit in.” 


| nod. | Know that feeling all too well. So do they, even 
though they have managed to assimilate into the human 


world over the past few years, they remain on the edges of 
it. Even if Arta tries to go back to whatever she has left 
behind she won't be able to forget her new knowledge. | will 
never understand why Jan insisted on keeping her away. 
Allowing her to have a human life only to shatter her 
illusions when she came of age. Or perhaps I’m just sore 
because | never had the loving childhood Arta has no doubt 
had. | shake my head to clear it. Her appearance has 
brought up so many powerful and conflicting emotions in me 
and | don’t really want to examine any of them. Emotions 
are messy. Complicated. The sting of fresh mountain air and 
the thrill of the hunt - and kill - are all the heightened 
sensations | need. 


“Yes,” | agree with him. “lII tell her later, then arrange for 
her to meet you all before we call the whole Clan together to 
have her welcomed in. It will be a shock to her system but 
she’s Jan’s daughter - she'll cope.” 

Alek looks thoughtful. “What is it?” | ask. 


“| was thinking about this tension we’ve got with 
Baranovsky. | feel like it’s going to go off soon. In fact...” he 
trails off. “Go on,” | say impatiently, Arta and Jan 
momentarily forgotten as | sense a deep unease in him. 


“There was a man in my bar the other day...he seemed like 
he was scoping the place. | was sure | had seen him around 
Baranovsky before, but when | went to speak to him he left. | 
tried to tell myself he was some guy just passing through, 
but I’ve been uneasy about it ever since.” 


| frown. “Why would he want to scope out your bar? You’re 
pretty much legit.” Ever since Alek got married and adopted 
his niece as well as having children with his wife, he had 
stepped away from dealings with the bratva and started 
opening a chain of successful bars. While they are often 
used as hubs for both Clan and bratva met-ups Alek himself 
has become a legitimate businessman. Andrei too with his 
security firm. Alek is no threat to Baranovsky. 


Unless this isn’t about Alek. Andrei is leaning forward in his 
seat, looking concerned. “This guy...was he tall and thin with 
a long scar down his face?” 

Alek nods. “That’s the one,” he says and | feel myself go 
cold. “Why?” | snap. “Have you seen him too?” 

“There was a guy hanging around my offices a few days 
ago...| got the same impression. He scarpered when | tried to 
speak to him and | put it to the back of my mind but...” he 
trails off. 

| stand up abruptly feeling suddenly angry and they both 
look at me warily. 

“You two have become so domesticated you’ve gone soft,” | 
snarl. “Anything that makes you uneasy you should report.” 
Alek raises an eyebrow at me. “Like the way you’re informing 
us of the real reason Jan’s daughter is making you uneasy, 
you mean?” 

| feel myself go hot. 

“What do you mean by that?” 

Alek exchanges a glance with Andrei. 

“Well every time you’ve spoken about her this morning 
you've gone red. We're bears Mikhail, we pick up on each 
other’s shit. You want her, it’s obvious.” 

| don’t answer but just glare at him to hide my shock. And 
here | was thinking | was doing such a good job of hiding it. 
“Jan sent her to me for protection,” | say, almost growling. 
“Jan sent her because she’s Clan,” Andrei points out, “And 
she’s old enough to make her own decisions.” 

| shake my head impatiently. | can’t worry about this now. 
“Okay. Bez razitsny,” | say. Whatever. “Can we keep the 
focus on Baranovsky? He’s sending his goons to spy on 
you...why?” 

They are silent for a few moments, milling over the 
possibilities. | let out a sigh, feeling the tension building 


inside me, the same sense | had last night that something is 
coming. 

“We all know he’s building up to something. He’s sadistic, 
far too reckless...and hates the constraints we put on him. 
He’s pushing for war, I’m sure of it.” 

“But the alliance has been in place for a hundred years. Why 
would he jeopardise it?” 


“Power-hungry. | think he’s either deliberately trying to 
unnerve us, or he thinks you two are the weaker links since 
you've both stepped away. Either way he’s betraying the 
alliance.” 

“So what do we do?” 

| think for a moment. “l'Il go and see him,” | decide. “Try and 
suss out what he’s playing at. Once we know the score, we 
make a decision.” 

“And Arta?” 

“Once I’ve had my meeting with Baranovsky, l'Il tell her.” 

| ignore the knowing look they give each other and shut 
down the part of me that starts to wonder if what they’re 
saying is true. If Jan sent her here knowing exactly what it 
could unleash? 


CHAPTER 4 


Arta 


As l'm getting dressed | hear voices downstairs. Mikhail and | 
think possibly two other men. When | go downstairs however 
| find only Mikhail in the kitchen and a table laid ready for 
breakfast. | accept his offer of coffee gratefully. 


“| made pancakes,” he says roughly, his back to me as he 
flips a pancake. “All Americans like pancakes, yes?” 

“They're my favourite,” | say gratefully, touched at this small 
kindness even though his manner seems as brusque as last 
night. 

| watch him as he cooks, taking in the way the muscles of his 
neck and shoulders ripple under his tight black crew neck 
and the way his black pants hug his thighs and ass. His body 
is to die for and by the time he turns round and dishes up 
breakfast it’s not just the smell of pancakes that are making 
my eyes water. 


He sits down opposite me with the biggest stack of pancakes 
I’ve ever seen. He sure eats a lot, but I’m not surprised given 
his size. In fact I’m more surprised he doesn’t have raw steak 
on his plate. 


“These are great,” | say around a mouthful of pancake. Truth 
be told they could do with more flavour but I’m hungry 
enough by now that I'll eat anything. 

“| heard voices earlier?” | ask. He nods without looking at 
me. 

“Yes. | had some ...work matters... to sort out.” 

| frown at that. | was awake shortly after six. Isn’t that a bit 
early for “work matters?” Maybe they do things differently in 


Russia. | remember my father was always up early too, 
coming back in the early hours after a ‘walk’. He claimed the 
early morning fresh air cleared his head. Even so it seems far 
too early for a work meeting. 


I’m aware that my father had what might be termed ‘dodgy’ 
connections. He told me the reason he had come to live in 
America was to give me a life away from the criminality and 
danger that had been a part of his. | never really asked too 
many questions but I’m pretty sure he had something to do 
with the Russian Mafia. The bratva. To me he was the kindest 
and gentlest man on earth but | saw how other men reacted 
to him. They either seemed to automatically defer to him or 
on occasion want to challenge him, like alphas squaring up 
to each other. | understood early on that others saw my 
father as a man to be wary of - frightened even. Mikhail 
gives off that same air...more so in fact. 


“Did they know my father?” | ask. Mikhail stops eating and 
looks at me, his dark eyes opaque. 


“What makes you ask that?” 


| decide to just be honest. | appreciate the warm bedroom 
and the pancakes but I’m more intrigued than ever to know 
why I’m really here. 


“I know my father had what you might call...connections. 
That he moved to America to give me a normal life. And that 
you two worked together, somehow. Is that what my father 
wanted me to come here for...to find out? Is he...are 
you...bratva?” 

Mikhail stares at me for what seems like a long time and | 
get the impression he’s wrestling with himself about what or 
perhaps how much to Say. Finally, avoiding my gaze he says 
in a low voice. 


“Yes, At least...yes, we have some connections. Your father 
did too before he moved, then as you say he kept a low 


profile for your sake, although he continued to ...mentor me, 
| think is the term you would use in your language.” 


| nod, but I’m still confused. 


“That’s what he wanted me to know?” It doesn’t make sense. 
Why would he send me to Russia to ‘discover’ something | 
pretty much already knew and how could putting me in the 
vicinity of a load of criminals possibly keep me safe? Or help 
me discover myself? I’m missing something here and it’s 
apparent that Mikhail isn’t exactly chomping at the bit to 
give me the answers | need. 

Mikhail shakes his head. 

“| don’t think so, no.” 

| wait but he says nothing more, instead he continues to eat 
his pancakes. | sit on my hands in frustration as | fight the 
urge to walk round the table and shake him. It would seem 
that what this guy gains in sheer physical beauty he loses in 
people skills. 


“But you know what it is, don’t you?” | probe. “You told me 
last night that we could talk today.” | can hear my voice 
getting louder in anger and indeed I’m starting to feel pretty 
pissed off with the whole situation. | soent a whole day ona 
plane - two planes - to get here, exhausted and still in shock 
from losing Dad, for Mikhail to tell me precisely nothing. 


He seems to sense my distress as he finally meets my gaze 
with concern in his eyes. And there was me thinking | was 
doing a great job of holding things together. 


“You're right,” he says quietly. “I do know. And | absolutely 
will tell you, but today there is something else that | need to 
do first. Something important. If you can sit tight here fora 
few hours...get unpacked and make yourself at home...then 
later we will sit and talk properly. There are some people | 
need you to meet.” 

All | can do is stare at him. My face feels hot and I’m 
suddenly acutely aware of my heartbeat which is loud and 


fast in my ears. | know the grief and upset of the last few 
days is catching up with me and | don’t want it to...at least 
not here, now, in front of him. 


“Why can’t you just tell me now?” | demand. Suddenly the 
thought of being left here on my own in a place | don’t know 
fills me with fear. Usually | like my own company but right 
now | don’t know where | am, what’s going on or even who | 
am, if my father’s cryptic words are anything to go by. 
Knowing that this great brute of a man might have some 
answers and is flat out refusing to give me them is 
infuriating. 

“Because | have things to do,” he says patiently, as if talking 
to a child. It just infuriates me even more. 


“Can’t they wait?” Okay, so! am sounding a bit like a spoilt 
brat now but I’m past caring. 


He shakes his head and he looks annoyed himself. Good, | 
think petulantly. Honestly, my anger is all that’s keeping me 
from bursting into tears. 


“No,” he says shortly. “But | will be as quick as | can. | 
promise we will sit and talk about things later. | would rather 
not have to tell you now and then leave you here to worry 
about it. Please Arta...trust me.” 


A part of me understands his logic and that he’s being really 
quite reasonable, but his last two words just send me over 
the edge. 


“How can | fucking trust you?” | all but scream at him, 
feeling hot tears fill my eyes. The embarrassment at crying 
in front of him makes me even more angry. “I barely know 
you! Yes my father may have thought a lot of you but that 
gives you no right...no right....” | trail off, not even sure what 
I’m shouting about and hug my arms around myself. Trying 
desperately now not to cry. In a movement almost too fast to 
see Mikhail is kneeling beside my chair, gazing at me with 
his dark eyes showing a depth of emotion | wouldn’t have 


thought he was capable of, at least based on what I’ve seen 
so far. 


“It’s okay,” he says, his voice softer now, “I know this must 
be hard. Your father was a great man...| miss him too. | don’t 
know why he didn’t tell you these things himself...but | 
promise Arta | will tell you everything, and very soon. | 
apologise if | haven’t dealt with this very well...it was a 
shock to me too.” 


| look at him, grateful for his sudden kindness. 


And I’m suddenly acutely aware of how close he is. Of his 
body leaning over mine and the size of his thighs as he 
crouches on the floor next to me. Of the inches between my 
mouth and his. 


Without any conscious decision to do it | lean towards him 
and kiss him. He hesitates for just a fraction of a second, 
then opens his lips and kisses me back with a roughness and 
intensity that makes my pulse throb. He places a hand in my 
hair at the nape of my neck, tugging on it to pull me closer 
to him and the sensation is both so wickedly unfamiliar and 
so deliciously right that | moan softly under his mouth. My 
nipples have gone stiff and a pulse starts in between my 
legs, insistent and throbbing. My body reacts to him as if it 
has always known him and kissing him like this is the most 
natural thing in the world. 


| want him. The thought is a persistent mantra in my mind 
as | place my hands on his back and dig my fingertips into 
his shoulders, feeling the hard knot of muscle beneath them. 
| want him to take me, right here and now. To make love to 
me right on his kitchen floor. | have never wanted a man in 
my life unless | count the childhood crush | had on this very 
man who has me in his arms right now, and now | 
understand why. If he was the first one to awaken my lust, 
how could any other man ever compare? | feel like | have 
been waiting for this all along without ever truly knowing it. 


And then, as abruptly as it started, he stops the kiss. 


CHAPTER 5 


Mikhail 


| break off the kiss and stand abruptly, staring down at her. 
It takes an iron will not to just tear her clothes off and bend 
her over the kitchen table. The thought of sinking myself 
inside her makes my cock twitch and | let out a slow exhale, 
willing myself to remain in control. 


| want her. | have never felt a need like it. The word ‘lust’ 
doesn’t even come close. She was so soft and yielding in my 
arms, her lips supple against mine. | could smell the desire 
on her, all of my senses are on fire with awareness of her so 
close to me. In my arms and ready to give herself to me. 
Alek and Andrei were right. The bear in her - that she 
doesn’t even know about yet - calls to me. She is my mate; | 
no longer have any doubts about it. 

And this couldn’t have happened at a worse time. Not only is 
she my best friend’s daughter but | currently know what she 
is -and she doesn’t. And I have to sort out Baranovsky 
because if | don’t the whole Clan could be in danger. 


That includes her. 


“This is wrong,” | say, my words coming out in a growl. She 
looks crestfallen and | remember that only moments before 
she was on the verge of tears, grieving her father. | feel like 
an asshole. 


Even if she did kiss me first. 

“I'm sorry,” | say, Knowing I’m at a loss for what | can 
possibly say in this situation. “I only meant to comfort you.” 
“By kissing me and then pushing me away?” she snaps, a 
little of the anger returning. “You can keep your comfort to 


yourself.” She has fire in her. 
| like it. 


“| promise | will be back soon,” | tell her. “I will leave you my 
number and the number of a friend...Andrei. He lives nearest 
here. If there are any problems just call. | will do my best to 
be back by early afternoon. And then...we will talk.” 


She nods, looking away. The sadness on her face distresses 
me. | remind myself she will be safe here, that | won’t be 
long, then before | can change my mind | turn and leave. | 
scribble the numbers down on the desk in the hall before 
leaving to drive to Arkhangelsk. 


| am miles down the road before | realise | could have taken 
her to Andrei’s and left her with his wife Callie so she 
wouldn’t be alone. | don’t really know how to be a host to 
guests. I’ve never had one before that wasn’t a Clan member 
and as used to being solitary as | am. In spite of her blood 
Arta knows only the human world. 


| wonder what she did in that world...if she has a job, 
friends...a boyfriend. Judging by the way she kissed me | 
suspect not. 


There can’t be a boyfriend, | think with a wave of pure alpha 
jealousy, an emotion completely new to me. She’s mine. 


But | can’t say that to her. | can’t reveal to her that not only 
is she Clan but I’ve decided she’s mine to claim. It has to be 
her choice too. 


But judging by the way she kissed me...would she choose 
me? For life? | wonder if she has had fickle relationships like 
most humans or if her Clan blood has protected her from 
that. If she too has always wanted more. 

| realize I’m gripping the wheel as if | want to strangle it at 
the thought of her having a boyfriend and try to relax. To 
push Arta from my mind and concentrate on the task ahead. 
But | can still smell her...still taste her on my lips. A part of 
me likes the fact that | am walking around with the taste of 


her lips on my mouth and her scent in my nostrils. Just like 
when I come back from a run and the taste and scent of my 
land lingers on me for hours after...she is my territory. 
Waiting to be claimed. 


The thought reminds me of where I’m going and why. If 
Baranovsky is sending one of his thugs onto Clan territory 
with no other reason than to attempt to intimidate, then this 
does not bode well for the future of the Alliance. He is 
breaking the boundaries of his territory, and he knows it. 


But why? Although he knows we will want to avoid all out 
war, he also knows our rules. And that if he breaks them, he 
dies. And he can’t possibly hope to move against us. While 
myself, Alek and Andrei hold most of the North, the Clan are 
spread over Russia and we will all come if called. No matter 
how many goon and even Mob friends Baranovsky thinks he 
has they will not be able to take us all on. We are not 
invincible...but we are incredibly hard to kill. Bullets don’t 
stop us. We are stronger and faster than any human could 
ever dream of being. 


And that’s just in our human form. 
So, knowing all that, what the fuck is Baranovsky playing at? 


By the time | get to his headquarters - a whole floor ina 
luxury apartment complex - I’m full of anger at his 
impudence and my frustrated desire for Arta. | do not want 
to be wasting my time dealing with this sadistic idiot right 
now. | want to be back home, finishing what has now been 
started, except with Arta having full knowledge of what we 
are and accepting it. Accepting me. | feel the adrenaline 
running through me as I press the buzzer for reception and 
the hair on my arms standing on end. The power courses 
through me and | want to shift but know | can’t, not here. 
Although | would love to see Baranovsky’s face if | burst into 
his office in bear form. 


The blonde receptionist simpers wide-eyed at me as she 
takes my name and phones through. | am sent up with no 
hesitation, as if he is expecting me. But of course he is. He 
must know | would respond immediately to this. 


| don’t recognise the man who opens the door to me in 
person but | recognise the description. Tall and thin with a 
long scar down his face...this has to be the man that both 
Alek and Andrei have seen lurking around. | glare at him as 
he shows me through to Baranovsky’s inner sanctum. He 
doesn’t attempt to frisk me for weapons, which I assume is 
on Baranovsky’s orders. He knows | don’t need them. 


| enter the opulent office with its huge white leather sofas 
and crystal chandeliers. Baranovsky is on the sofa at the far 
end of the room with another of his goons standing on guard 
behind him. There is an air of bored despondency about the 
man who gazes out of the window and | sense this is 
someone who is not happy with his boss or his employment. 
| make a note of his face as this is information that could 
come in use one day. 


“Viktor, leave us,” Baranovsky orders and the man walks 
past him and me and leaves. As he passes me | catch the 
simmer of resentment on him. Yes, Viktor is definitely one to 
watch. The other man stays. | glance at him and then raise 
an eyebrow at Baranovsky. 


“| need to talk to you...in private,” | snarl. | allow my canines 
to extend just a little so they distort my mouth giving mea 
feral, animalistic look. Baranovsky flinches, though it would 
be imperceptible to human eyes. 


“Sergei is my second-in-command,” Baranovsky answers. 
“He knows about our arrangement.” 


| glare at Sergei and then flare my nostrils at Baranovsky. | 
can feel the undercurrent of fear from them both but also a 
strange confidence. He has something up his sleeve... yet | 
have no idea what it could be. 


“Our existence is to be kept secret,” | say, my voice thick in 
my mouth, more growl than speech. “You know this.” 


Baranovsky gives a light shrug, almost effeminate. He is a 
dark, lean man, finely muscled with a cruel smile. As 
humans go, he is a dangerous man to be feared. | think he 
resents the fact that we bears do not also fear him. For him, 
the terror of others is his lifeblood and what keeps him in the 
position he is in. He is clever, and undeniably ruthless. There 
is no kindness in him...in fact he has less humanity in him 
than us shifters. 


| despise him. 


“He is, aS | said Mr Sabitov, my second-in-command. He 
needs to know what he needs to know, yes?” 


| shake my head. “Dimitri never knew what we are,” | point 
out. Dimitri was his last right-hand guy, killed by Alek after 
we discovered he was running a human trafficking ring. He 
had no idea Alek was anything more than a particularly 
Skilled hit man until the last few moments of his life. 


“Dimitri was an indelicate man. Useful in many ways, but 
ultimately lacking in finesse. Sergei is a man after my own 
heart | believe.” 


“An arrogant bastard then?” The words are out before | can 
stop myself. | see the anger flash across Baranovsky’s face 
but he makes no move towards me. Neither does Sergei who 
stands off to my left, watching me warily. | am also 
disappointed. | would welcome a showdown and the chance 
to just get rid of him once and for all. But we cannot do that 
without creating a new alliance with whoever takes his place 
and it sounds as though Sergei would be just as much of a 
problem. | think about the man who stood by the window 
and resolve to find out more about him. 


Baranovsky smiles thinly. There is no mirth in it. 


“You are angry with me, Mr Sabitov. Perhaps you would like 
to explain what brought you here? | have no new work for 


you at this time.” 


As though | am nothing more than an employee of his. | just 
about keep my temper and decide to refrain from directly 
attacking him, as much as I might want to. My skin itches 
with the desire to go full bear, Knowing that in bear form | 
would be more likely to give in to that impulse. 

“I think you know,” | snarl. “But if you insist | spell it out for 
you...why was he,” | jerk my head towards Sergei, “seen 
lurking around Clan premises? You have no right to spy on 
us. We are not in your employ, Baranovsky. You would do 
well to remember that.” 


“He was simply gathering a little information for me.” 


| have had enough of this charade and his stupid power 
plays now. This is not the bear way of doing things and it is 
time | reminded him of just what he is dealing with. | walk 
towards him, allowing my canines to fully lengthen, turning 
my face into something monstrous. | sense the wave of fear 
that washes over him as he cringes back into the leather 
cushions, primal fear taking over his ability to hide his 
reactions. 

| sense Sergei moving towards me, gun in hand. Without 
even looking away | swipe him away casually. It takes no 
physical effort from me but is enough to lift Sergei from his 
feet and slam him back into the wall with a dull thud. He 
scrambles to his feet but stays where he is. 


| am standing over Baranovsky now who sits looking up at 
me. Although naked fear is in his eyes | can sense there is 
still something I’m not getting. He is afraid certainly but not 
cowed. He still thinks that he somehow has the upper hand. 


“Tell me what the fuck is going on,” | say, though it is hard to 
speak around teeth that are now too big for my mouth and 
so my voice comes out thick and rough, “or | swear | will kill 
you and the alliance be damned.” 


Baranovsky swallows hard and tries to smile placatingly 
although it looks more like a grimace. 


“Sit down Mr Sabitov, please,” he says, “and we will talk.” 
He nods towards the other sofa. | nod briskly and walk over 
to it, allowing my teeth to retract as | sit down. Over in the 
corner Sergei stays put, although I can sense a palpable 
wave of hatred coming from him now after the way | have 
embarrassed him. 

“So talk,” | say. Baranovsky crosses his legs, getting himself 
more comfortable now that | am no longer standing over 
him. He nods over to Sergei who walks to the cabinet and 
pours two glasses of vodka then hands one to us each. | grin 
at him as I take it, and he looks at me under hooded eyes 
before retreating back to his corner. 


| take a sip of my drink then put it down on the small table 
beside me, never taking my eyes off Baranovsky. | don’t 
trust him as far as | can throw him. 


“| have been doing some thinking Mr Sabitov,” he begins, 
steepling his fingers in front of him. “It is becoming 
increasingly difficult to operate under the constraints put 
upon me by the Clan. You are a leader yourself...you must be 
aware that any limits imposed on our authority necessarily 
call that authority into question. | simply cannot continue to 
operate under the rules that you set. And I am not a man 
used to following anyone else’s rules Mr Sabitov, as I’m sure 
you can appreciate.” 

| don’t answer but continue to look at him steadily while 
wondering exactly where he is going with this. There is no 
way we will just dissolve the Alliance. It is our duty to 
function as guardians of our land...a sacred duty that goes 
back long before we started keeping any kind of records. It is 
in our blood, perhaps even the purpose we were created for. 
Our alliance with the bratva allows them to operate while 
causing as little harm to innocents as possible, which 
necessarily curtails certain activities. Human trafficking or 


drug dealing to children for example. Other than that we’re 
pretty lenient. Baranovsky has a solid power base. His greed 
for more only shows what a megalomaniac he truly is. 


“It makes no difference whether | appreciate it or not,” | say 
casually, “the terms of the alliance are the terms of the 
alliance. They were created a century before our time. It is 
not down to us to alter them now.” 


He gives me an oily smile. “You don’t think that perhaps we 
should move with the times? Things have changed. 
Operations are not what they used to be.” 


| shrug. “You know the things we cannot allow. That has not 
changed.” 


Baranovsky places his drink down. 


“Then allow me to make you an offer. Partnership. | will split 
the proceeds...” 


| interrupt him with a loud snarl that causes him to shrink 
back again. 


“How dare you? You think you can entice the Clan into your 
inhumane activities with money? You are truly insane.” 


He looks affronted at my response but not at all surprised. 


“Very well. Then | can only propose we dissolve the alliance 
that we have. You go your way and | will go mine.” 


| narrow my eyes at him, trying to determine what his game 
is. He knows that if we dissolve our agreement and he 
begins forbidden activities on our territory we will kill him. 
He also will lose us as his own elite black ops. We are the 
secret weapon largely responsible for his ascension. While 
only a few people know about us, there are rumours that 
Baranovsky has a secret weapon - souped up killers fresh 
from a KGB program being one of the rumours | have heard - 
that keeps the fear he so happily cultivates fresh. There is no 
discernible benefit to him in doing this. Is he truly so power 
mad that he would rather take those risks than be told he 


must operate within our rules? Does he truly think he would 
win in an all out war? 

Perhaps he means to leak our existence to the Kremlin and 
hope that they will simply do away with us. But he must 
know we would kill him before that happened. No, | realise, 
there must be something he intends to bargain with. 

“What is it Baranovsky?” | say, deciding to just cut straight 
to the chase. “What ace is it you think you are holding? 
Because right now you sound suicidal.” 


He smiles again and I see a flash of something in his dark 
eyes. | can’t fully sense his emotions, covered as they are by 
the fear he isn’t hiding no matter how hard he is trying. 


“You do realize,” | say with perfect nonchalance, “that | 
could just kill you and Sergei here right now and be done 
with this nonsense?” 

“You don’t want to do that,” he says quickly. 

“Why not?” It’s a genuine question. Killing him really is 
starting to look like the most sensible solution. 

“Because | have something that may change your line of 
thinking,” he says. | feel myself bristle again. 


“What is it you have?” 


He glances over at Sergei, who it is quite clearly involved in 
this plot. 


“What if | were to say | have incontrovertible proof of your 
existence?” he says “Proof that many people would be 
interested in?” 


| feel myself go cold. So it has indeed come to this. He is 
threatening to reveal our existence to the Kremlin. Before | 
rip his repugnant throat out he says quickly. 

“If anything happens to me my men are under orders to 
send a package straight to the Kremlin. To the most 
important man in Russia. Just think what they could do with 
your DNA!” 


| have to stop myself from shuddering. | Know exactly what 
they would do with it...try and create weapons. Living 
weapons. What government, especially a corrupt one like 
ours, would not? 


“So you are attempting to blackmail us,” | say in a deadpan 

voice. The rage that washes over me now is cold rather than 
hot in nature. This makes me feel more dangerous somehow. 
I am a killer when all is said and done. He is threatening my 

people. He must die. 


And my people now includes Arta too, | remember with a 
sudden horror. 


She would have been better off staying in America. 


“Not blackmail Mr Sabitov...think of it as a new 
arrangement.” 


| shake my head, trying to decide on the best course of 
action. | sense he is not telling me the complete truth, but | 
don’t believe this is no more than a ruse either. Can’t risk 
calling his bluff only to expose the whole Clan. The safety of 
too many is at stake. | think of the children that have been 
recently born. Of Arta, the only adult female since Alek’s 
sister died. They will be more vulnerable than the rest of us. 
“We will not arrange anything with you,” | say in a cold 
voice. “In fact, you have three days to return to us this 
‘proof’ you think you have, or we will hunt you down and kill 
you and every one of your men as well. We will make sure no 
bratva ever even remembers your name.” 

He flinches in anger at that. 

“You are threatening me?” 

| nod. “Yes. | am threatening you.” 

His face goes red with rage and | wonder for a moment if he 
will find the courage to attempt to attack me, but instead he 
simply stands up. His body is stiff and tense. 


“You need to go Mr Sabitov. Take some time to think about 
it.” 

“You have three days,” | repeat coldly, staring into his eyes, 
letting him know | mean what | say. | turn and walk out, 
throwing a contemptuous look at Sergei as | do so. 


Outside | see Viktor, still looking bored. | go over to him 
before | leave. 


“You don’t like working for Baranovsky do you?” | ask, 
deciding to just be blunt about it. He looks around us, 
obviously frightened, to satisfy himself that no one is 
listening before he answers. 

“There used to be a way of doing things. An honour.” 

“And you don’t think he upholds that?” 

He looks at me warily. “Who are you? Why are you asking me 
these questions?” 

| regard him for a moment, doing my best to read him. Could 
he be strong enough to lead the local bratva under Clan 
guidance? Maybe. 

“My name is Mikhail Sabitov,” | say. | see a flicker of 
recognition in his eyes and the fear that accompanies it. 
“Baranovsky’s special assassins,” he says flatly. 

“We are not Baranovsky’s special anything,” | say roughly. 
Viktor raises an eyebrow, curious. | reach a hand into my 
pocket and pull out a card. It is black, with my name and 
number, nothing else. 

“It looks as though war may be unavoidable. Pick your side 
Viktor, and l'Il explain to you exactly who | am.” 

He takes the card and | turn and walk off, taking the stairs 
and walking through reception, deliberately ignoring the 
receptionist as she tries to catch my eye. 

Outside, in the car, | put my head in my hands and growl 
lightly to myself as | think about what has just happened. 
There can be no going back from this. 


The alliance between the bratva and the Clan is, for now, 


over. And | have no idea what card Baranovsky has up his 
sleeve. 


On top of that, | think as I start the car and pull away, | also 
have Arta to deal with. 


CHAPTER 6 


Arta 


After Mikhail leaves | sit in the kitchen for a long time 
staring at nothing. A whirl of emotions assails me. | am 
angry, hurt, and rejected at the same time as my body still 
pulses with desire at the memory of his touch. His kiss. 
Those muscles rippling beneath my hands. | have a sudden 
image of him on top of me, moving between my legs while | 
clutch at that magnificent body, and in spite of my anger | 
feel myself getting wet between my legs. This man has this 
crazy effect on me...almost as though he were meant for me. 
How else do I explain why no other man has ever sparked 
even a flicker of interest? 


And he wants me too. As hurt as | feel about the sudden way 
he broke off the kiss, it wouldn’t have happened if he wasn’t 
attracted to me too, surely? He certainly kissed me as 
though he was. For all his cold outward demeanour this is a 
guy with passion flowing through his veins. 

He feels guilty, | think. Because of my father. But while that 
may be true - and understandable - | know that is not the 
only reason. It has something to do with this thing he has to 
tell me. The secret my father has apparently sent me here to 
discover. | wish | had something to go on...some idea of what 
to expect. | assumed it was connected to his criminal 
dealings but Mikhail insisted it is something much bigger 
than that...what could possibly be bigger than that? 


But there is nothing | can do but wait until Mikhail returns. 


Sighing, | get up and go out to the phone | spotted in the 
hall. | see the numbers he has written down for me. | call my 


mother to let her know I’m here and safe, leaving a message 
when there’s no answer. 


| only made contact with my mother a few years ago. She 
was going to give me up for adoption feeling unable to cope 
with a newborn when my dad turned up unannounced and 
said he would take me on the understanding he raised me 
alone while she got on with her life. Although we are 
tentatively building a relationship now the sting of her initial 
rejection hasn’t left. | wonder if the secret is something to do 
with my parent’s circumstances when | was born. But what 
could that possibly have to do with Mikhail? It makes no 
sense. None of it makes any sense. 


Sighing again in frustration | decide to take a look around 
the house. It was my father’s house once before he signed it 
over to Mikhail and I recognise his taste in the decor and 
furniture. It’s old, large and as | discovered last night creaks 
in the wind. 


Far too large for a man on his own....| push the thought 
away, shaking my head at myself. | won’t be staying, | tell 
myself firmly. | will find out what it is I’m Supposed to know 
and be on the first flight back home. 


Except | still can’t shake the feeling that myself and Mikhail 
were somehow destined to meet this way. 


| wander around the house aimlessly, noticing Mikhail’s 
study is locked. Upstairs | find another spare bedroom, a 
room with little in it but a piano and a couch and then at the 
far end double doors open into a large library. My heart gives 
a leap at that. | love books, hence my chosen profession. 
Closing the doors behind me reverently | browse among the 
shelves. Most of the books are of course in Russian, which 
while | can speak fluently | can’t read as | have never 
learned the script. But there are a few in English and I’m 
soon lost in blowing the dust from them and turning the 
pages as delicately as though | am petting a baby bird. | am 
right to be so careful for the pages are brittle and yellowed 


between my fingers. These books are old, | realise. Way older 
than my father. | wonder if he collected or inherited them 
and why he would have left them behind. Somehow | doubt 
that they all belong to Mikhail. 


The titles that | can read all seem to do with Russian history 
and politics. As | get further towards the other side of the 
room the subject changes to one of mythology. Then my 
eyes fall on a brightly painted book that looks at odds with 
the rest of the leather bound tomes. Like a children’s book. A 
memory | can’t quite grasp starts to unfold and | take it 
down from the shelf. It is a book of Russian fairytales, written 
in Russian but with English translations underneath. The 
cover of a little girl in a hooded cloak playing with a bear, 
seems familiar to me. Did my father ever read it to me? 

| start to flip through the pages, seeing if anything jumps 
out at me or if my mind is just creating images out of its 
grief. Some of the stories | do remember my father telling 
me. He knew them by heart, and | wonder if this is the book 
he memorised them from. That jogs my memory. 


| remember, yes, him telling me stories as a little girl and 
when I asked him where he heard them he told me about a 
book he had had as a child. “There was a little girl on the 
front who looked just like you,” he would Say. 


This was my father’s book. Tears prick at my eyes as the 
bittersweet memories wash over me. There is a reading chair 
by the end of the shelves and | take the book of fairytales 
and go and sit in it. It rocks back under me as | get 
comfortable and read the book more slowly, smiling to 
myself as | remember some of the stories. Masha and the 
Bear... The Peasant and the Bear... Baba Yaga... The Bear, the 
Dog and the Cat...Wassilisa the Wise...The Bear’s Paw. 


Well they certainly like their bears, | think, turning to the 
last story. Another bear story, but not one I can recall my 
father ever telling me. It’s called in English; ‘The Clan, 

Guardians of the Land’. | start reading and discover it’s a 


shapeshifter story, about bears who are really men who are 
really bears...who have been in Russia since records began 
and function as protectors of the people, although no one 
knows they exist. 


What’s interesting about this story is how much of it is 
underlined, almost as though it’s a textbook someone was 
studying rather than a kid’s bedtime book. Without knowing 
why | feel suddenly as if | am reading something private, 
something I’m not supposed to know. | shut the book and 
replace it, feeling a sudden chill. Instead | pick up a book on 
history and sit and read that for a while instead. 

After an hour or two | get up and stretch my legs and go over 
to the large window at the back of the room, wondering 
when Mikhail will be back. 


The view looks out over the mountains, with forest close to 
the back of the house. It’s a beautiful if somewhat harsh 
landscape, the trees dark and almost forbidding. | wrap my 
arms around myself as | gaze out. 


Then | see something moving in the trees, a creature coming 
towards the house, and | freeze, holding my breath in 
sudden fear. 

It’s a bear. A large, almost black bear that is way bigger than 
any I’ve ever seen on TV. This is a monster. | panic as it 
continues to approach the house. Has Mikhail locked the 
door? Would it be able to break it open? | can feel myself 
trembling against the glass but | seem unable to look away. 


Then the bear stops and sniffs the air, as though looking 
around. 

What happens next makes me go lightheaded and clutch 
the window sill. | blink rapidly, unable to believe what | am 
seeing. 

The bear changes into a man. 

And the man is Mikhail. 


| stand with my nose pressed up against the glass unable to 
stop staring. Mikhail is standing and stretching seemingly 
impervious to the cold air. My mind races between two 
points. 


One, just a few seconds ago he was a bear. Just like the men 
in the story book. 


Two, he’s currently completely naked. 


| should stop looking, | Know | should, but | am both frozen in 
shock and unable to take my eyes off his body. Without his 
clothes on he is even more cut and honed than I realized. He 
is, in a completely masculine way, beautiful. Just looking at 
him takes my breath away. 


He’s half turned away from me giving me a glimpse of high, 
tight ass cheeks over his huge, rock hard thighs, when he 
turns towards me and | get a full frontal view. A warm rush 
starts in my groin and moves throughout my entire body 
until even my face is burning at the sight of him. Even soft 
and in the cold air his cock is prominent between his legs. If 
it was possible...could | even cope with the size of him? I’m 
still. Much to my friend’s bemusement, a virgin. | have never 
had a man inside my body. 


Then | remember the other thing and finally manage to tear 
myself away from the window. He’s a bear. l'm still trembling 
but now I have no idea whether it’s with fear, shock or 
desire. 


Holding my breath | peep out of the side of the window and 
see he’s putting clothes on. He must have stashed them 
somewhere before...before he did whatever he had to do to 
turn him into that. Then he vanishes and | realize he’s 
coming into the house. It’s time for us to talk. But how am | 
supposed to face him now? 


Is he dangerous? How could he not be? 
But I’ve kissed him. 


Feeling as though I’m going to pass out | take slow breaths 
and steady myself against the wall, knowing | need to do my 
best to look as normal as possible. As | leave the library and 
walk slowly down the corridor towards the stairs | try to hold 
a neutral expression but I’m afraid he will take one look at 
my face and know exactly what is wrong. 


Did my father know? But surely he would never have sent 
me here if he did. | can’t believe he would want me alone 
with a...shapeshifter. That’s what he is, | realize. 


Just like the book. 


And suddenly | realize that my father must have known. 
Why else had he underlined that particular story in the 
book? Unless Mikhail underlined it. Part of me wants to run 
into my room, pack my stuff back up and get the hell out of 
here, but | know if | do that | will never find any answers to 
anything. | will never find out who | am. Or who, I’m 
beginning to wonder, my father was. Whatever Mikhail is, 
my father clearly believed he has the answers. 


| go down the stairs and into the kitchen where | find Mikhail 
making coffee. He turns round as | come in, his face 
unreadable. I’m standing by the table, in almost exactly the 
same place he left me. After we kissed. His nostrils flare 
when he looks at me and I’m struck by how suddenly he 
looks exactly what he is. The size of him, the dark, almost 
animal eyes...now that I know it suddenly seems obvious. 
“Arta. How are you after...this morning?” 

“I'm okay,” | say but my voice comes out strangled and he 
raises an eyebrow at me, concern in his eyes. 

“You don’t sound okay,” he says and passes me the mug of 
black coffee. | take it, staring at his hands. A moment ago 
they were paws. 

“It’s...a difficult time,” | say, sitting at the table. It occurs to 
me that in spite of what I’ve seen and though the knowledge 
itself scares me, now that he’s here | don’t feel afraid of him. 


In fact | instinctively feel I’m in the safest place | could 
be...which makes no sense at all given the situation. | 
wonder if the lust he ignites in me isn’t just completely 
skewing my senses. 


“Of course it is,” he sighs, running a hand through his hair 
and sitting down himself. “And I’ve made it worse.” 


| shrug, not knowing how to answer that. You have no idea, | 
think. 


“It would really help,” | say, giving him a searching look, “If 
you would just tell me what it is that my father insisted | 
know.” 


He nods and | notice he looks tired. There’s something going 
on, something more than the situation right here. 


“Okay,” he says, although he doesn’t look happy about it, 
“FII tell you. But I’m warning you in advance that this will 
not be easy to hear -or understand.” 


This is it; he’s going to tell me. | nod for him to continue, and 
my mouth goes dry in nervous anticipation. 


“Your father - and | - are different. We are not like ordinary 
men.” He stops, his mouth twisting as if it is a struggle to tell 
me what he must. Taking a deep breath because | know that 
once this is said out loud it will change everything, | half 
whisper “Is this about the bear thing?” 


He sits back, surprised. “You know?” 


“Well | didn’t,” | admit, “And I’m not really sure what it is 
that | do know, but... saw you. | was in the library reading 
..a fairytale about bears actually, when | saw one out of the 
window.” | pause, aware that I’m rambling, and take a deep 
breath. “A bear, | mean. Then...it turned into you.” 


Mikhail closes his eyes briefly as if pained, then opens them 
and looks at me intently until | feel myself go warm under 
his gaze. Even during a moment as important as this one my 
body still responds to him and a gnawing ache starts low in 
my belly. | cross my legs, squeezing my thighs together as 


though that will stop the slow burn starting in my groin, and 
meet his gaze, waiting for his explanation. 


“Yes,” he says slowly. “It was me. | am a shapeshifter. A bear. 
Whether | am more bear or more human, or how we became 
this way | don’t know. We have been here since records 
began.” 

“There was a Story in the library book,” | say. “About 
shapeshifters. Bears. That said they - you - were the 
guardians of Russia, or something. So that’s true then? It’s 
not a fairy tale?” 


He shakes his head. 


“No, it’s not. Most myths have some truth to them and this 
one more than most.” 


He goes quiet, waiting for me to speak. | take a deep breath. 
“So my father...ne was a bear too?” 


a Yes,” 


| suck in my breath, feeling disorientated. | was expecting 
him to say that but now that he has, now that it has been 
spoken out in the open, | have to own that it is real. And 
what that means for me. A thought occurs to me and brings 
with it a flash of pain as | consider the possibilities. 

“Was he my real father?” 

He looks shocked. “Of course! He would never have brought 
you up otherwise. We are not prone to humans on the whole 
even if our function is to protect them.” 


| raise a hand to my head which now feels like it’s spinning. 
Does this mean...I’m not human? 


“But I’m not a bear,” | say dully. He shakes his head and 
though when he speaks his tone is matter of fact there is 
empathy in his eyes now. More than | would have thought 
him capable of. 


“You don’t shift. Most of our females don’t. But you carry the 
shifter blood. If you were to have male children - even toa 


full blooded human - the likelihood is they would shift at 
puberty.” 

So this is why | had to know. And why I have always felt 
differently and, perhaps, why | have never found ‘normal’ 
men attractive. “But why didn’t my father just tell me 
himself?” | wonder out loud. 

Mikhail shrugs. “I don’t know. Perhaps he was worried about 
how you would react and whether you would be angry with 
him.” 

| think about that and decide he is right. Because through 
the fog of my shock | do feel angry. Twenty-three years this 
has been kept from me, only to have it dropped on me while 
also dealing with my father’s death. It hurts to know he kept 
a secret from me his entire life. 

“Undoubtedly he was also trying to protect you,” Mikhail 
says softly. “We keep our existence very secret. If the 
knowledge of us and our abilities were to fall into the wrong 
hands, it would be a disaster.” 

“Abilities...is this why I never get sick?” 

“Yes. We have remarkable healing powers. Have you ever 
been in a serious accident?” 

| shake my head ‘no’. 

“If you were, you would probably have make a ‘miraculous’ 
recovery’.” 

“My father didn’t,” | say. | see a shadow briefly cross 
Mikhail’s eyes and remember he loved my father too. 

“So, what were you and he to each other?” | ask. 

“To explain that | need to tell you about the Clan,” he 
begins. | frown, wondering what he means and settle back in 
my chair waiting for him to continue. 

“The Clan is who we are - the guardians, like in the book you 
found. There are a few dozen bears in Russia, and most of us 
belong to the Clan, by blood or by territory. Had you carried 


on browsing the library you would have discovered the 
records we keep of our lineages, as much as we can at least. 
There is still so much we don’t know about our own origins. 
Your father studied our history a great deal, as much as he 
was able to.” 


| think about that for a minute. 

“So it’s kind of like a family? And there are others who aren’t 
part of it?” 

“There are a few rogues. We try to keep track of all of us. 
And we defend our territories.” 


| shudder, not even wanting to consider what he means by 
that. 


“We don’t however tend to mate or form romantic 
relationships very often. So we don’t breed a lot - though of 
course if we don’t breed at all, the Clan dies out. So some of 
our men will breed with human women and then if the child 
is a boy and he can shift, we will bring him here to be 
mentored, either by his father or another bear. | never knew 
either of my parents and | grew up in an orphanage - luckily 
your father by keeping such meticulous records tracked me 
down and brought me here. He mentored me. And now...the 
Clan doesn’t officially have a leader but even so, I’m it.” 


| don’t know what to say. There is so much information to 
take in from just those few sentences that | can’t quite 
process it all. What | do understand however is just how 
close he and my father were. | wonder if he ever resented 
me for taking him away. 


“Why did my father take me on then, if I’m only a girl?” | 
ask, unable to keep the sarcasm out of my tone. He smiles, 
dipping his head to acknowledge the jibe. 

“He loved you. He found out about your birth, knew that 
your mother would be struggling - | think she was quite poor 
then and Clan children eat a lot -and he wanted to raise you. 


We are mostly solitary by nature unless we find a mate, but 
your father was very family-minded.” 


“Yes he was,” | say softly. Then | raise an eyebrow. “What is 
this mate business? You don’t just mean in the physical 
sense do you?” 

“No. Bears mate for life. That’s why | stopped kissing you - 
that and knowing your father trusted me. | don’t do casual.” 


| bristle at that, feeling a stab of rejection that hurts more 
than it should considering | barely know the guy. 


“I understand,” | say tightly. He frowns at my tone. 


“No Arta, | don’t think you do. | don’t mean the kiss was 
casual - or that if | had fucked you the way | wanted to it 
would have been casual.” 


| blush at his words at the same time as | feel the heat rising 
up in my body at the image that accompanies them. 


“So what do you mean?” | challenge. He looks me straight in 
the eyes, his gaze unwavering and his eyes dark filled with 
desire. 


“I mean that | want you to be my mate. You have to know 
what you are getting into before you come to my bed.” 

My mouth goes dry at the same time as | feel my pussy 
growing wet. Apart from his casual and arrogant assumption 
that | want to be in his bed, as though he can sense the lust 
that comes over me when I’m near him, it takes a few 
moments for the meaning of his words to sink in. 


“You want me to be your mate? You mean...for life?” 


“Yes,” he says simply as though it is the most reasonable 
Suggestion in the world. “I knew as soon as | saw you. I tried 
to deny it to myself, because I’ve always been quite happy 
alone, but I can’t lie to myself. | wish you were not your 
father’s daughter - but then | find it hard to believe he 
would have sent you here and not even have considered this 
could happen.” 


That’s interesting. My father never seemed concerned about 
my lack of interest in men. Did he know, somehow, that only 
a man who shared the shifter blood would be able to ignite 
my interest? 

“| don’t know what to Say.” 


| really don’t. | want him, of course | do. Something deep 
down within me, something primal that has finally been 
acknowledged, wants to say yes. Knows that the only answer 
can possibly be yes. 


The rest of me is wondering if | have gone insane. 


“| don’t expect an answer right away,” he says. Although | 
can’t help noticing that he seems pretty confident what it 
will be. It’s almost as though, having admitted to himself 
that’s what he wants, it will all just go according to his will. 


But | guess a bratva bear shifter who leads a whole clan of 
Shapeshifters is pretty used to things going his way. 


“That’s good to know,” | murmur. My eyes are drawn to his 
mouth and those full, kissable lips. What would it be like to 
have a man like this as my life partner? To be in his bed and 
his arms every night? My skin feels like it’s tingling all over 
at the thought of his hands on my body. 


“| need to take you to meet a few people,” he continues. 
“There are two other Clan members whose territories cross 
Arkhangelsk. They were the voices you heard this morning. 
They both, quite recently, have taken human mates.” 

“| thought you said that was rare?” 

“It was,” he says in a bemused tone, “but it appears things 
are changing.” 


“Regardless of whether you accept my...offer...or not, you are 
Clan,” he says in a more serious tone. “You need to go 
through the swearing ceremony where we officially make 
you one of us.” 


| feel my eyes go wide. 


“Will I turn into a bear?” That is going too far. 
He barks a laugh then and his eyes crinkle at the corners 
making him look almost boyishly handsome. 


“No! If you haven’t shifted before then you won’t start now. 
It’s a formality. And an honour. | know this must have come 
as a shock to you, but having Clan blood is something to be 
proud of.” 


Maybe that feeling will come in time, | think wryly. 


“There is more,” he says quietly. Whatever it is he doesn’t 
look happy about it. 


“More?” | ask in a weak voice. I’m not sure how many more 
revelations | can handle in one afternoon. 

“| told you we have links with the bratva,” he begins. 
“Yas,” 

“The way we currently function as guardians is by 
maintaining an alliance with the organised crime gangs. In 
return for the curtailing of activities that would harm 
innocents on our territories, we perform certain functions.” 


| have the horrible thought that | know exactly what that 
means. 


“Functions?” | echo, hoping I’m wrong. 
He gives me a serious, almost wary look. 
“We are assassins.” 


My stomach feels like it has just turned over and | feel light 
headed again. 


“I'm sorry,” he says, “I’m bombarding you with too much.” 
“No, | need to know,” | say. | swallow my coffee in a couple of 
gulps, feeling its warmth travel through me. It’s okay, | tell 
myself, you can handle this. 

“My father too?” 


Mikhail nods. 


No wonder my father didn’t want to tell me himself. My 
father, that gentle, loving man...a killer? It just doesn’t make 
sense to me. 


“If it’s any consolation,” he says, “we are sent to kill the 
most evil men you can think of. Traffickers, murderers of 
innocents...! prefer to think of it as justice.” 


| let out a slow exhale. It does help, a little, but it hardly 
makes it all sunshine and flowers. 


He’s a killer. 
And | still want him. 
What does that say about me? 


| wonder if it’s the bear in me that means the thought 
doesn’t horrify me as much as | feel it should. | feel safe with 
him. | am safe with him, if what he said about the Clan is 
true | could hardly be anywhere safer. | realize | havea 
whole sort-of family that | have never met. For a moment | 
almost feel resentful that my father took me away from 
them, but after what Mikhail has just revealed | can hardly 
blame him for trying to keep me away from it all. 


He sacrificed it himself, | realize, in order to give me as 
normal a life as possible. And | did have a wonderful 
childhood with him. 

| stand up as a myriad of emotions wash over me. Love and 
grief for my father, rampant desire and confusion for Mikhail, 
and sheer shock at everything I’ve just found out. 

“| need some time to myself,” | say quietly, not meeting his 
eyes. “To think.” 

He nods. 

“| understand. l'Il make us dinner while you do that...come 
down when you're ready. And then | will take you to meet 
Andrei and Alek.” 

| turn and walk out of the kitchen, across the hall and up the 
stairs to my room, feeling as though I’m moving through tar. 


There’s so much to think about I don’t know where to start. 
As soon as | lay down on my bed though | find the one thing 
that is occupying my mind and overshadowing all the rest is 
Mikhail’s declaration of....what? Ownership, almost. And yet 
that doesn’t annoy me like it should. | want him to claim me. 
But do | really understand what it means? 

| wonder how he will feel when he finds out I’m a virgin. 


After thirty minutes of staring at the ceiling | decide to go 
and find out. 


CHAPTER 7 


Mikhail 


I’m just arranging cold beef slices with sautéed onion and 
mushrooms on a plate when | hear movement behind me 
and sense Arta’s presence. | take a deep breath, wondering 
what she’s about to say. As much as | acted as if it were a 
done deal if the truth is told | feel nervous as hell. This isn’t 
an emotion I’m used to and | don’t like it at all. The sudden 
fear of being rejected bothers me. | have never needed 
anyone except the Clan and even then, we are solitary more 
often than not. This is different. The longing that comes over 
me when I’m around her is more than just lust. | crave her 
and | know this is not something that can be assuaged just 
by sticking my dick in her - as much as | want to do that too. 
| want to own her. The thought that she has of course every 
right to say no and yet I will still have to be around her, 
because she is Clan, opens up a wave of pain. If this is what 
humans are talking about when they talk about love, then 
perhaps | can finally understand why they all go so crazy 
about it. 

| turn around, bracing myself for her answer. 

It’s right there in her eyes. The look of naked longing she 
gives me as she walks towards me makes my cock hard. She 
reaches me and stands nearly close enough that we are 
touching, looking up at me with those gorgeous eyes. 
“Arta,” | begin, but she reaches a hand up and presses her 
fingertips to my lips, silencing me. 

“| don’t know if I really understand half of what’s going on 
here or anything you just told me,” she says in a voice that 
is almost a whisper, “but | know it all feels as though 


something has finally clicked into place for me. That 
something I’ve been seeking my whole life has finally been 
found. As for the whole mate thing...as absolutely insane as 
this is, | think my answer is ‘yes.’ Or at least, I’m willing to 
explore the possibility.” 

My mouth twitches at that and she smiles as she takes her 
hand away. 

“Explore the possibility?” | echo. | was expecting a ‘yes’ or 
‘no. 


She grins. 

“You don’t know much about relationships do you?” 

She’s teasing me, | realize. Who has ever dared to tease me? 
Yet for some reason she evokes a softness in me that belongs 
wholly to her. | shrug, feeling myself smiling too. 

“I know nothing about relationships,’ | admit. 

“Well,” she continues, “it would be considered the done 
thing for you to maybe date me a few times before kissing 
me and demanding | pretty much devote myself to you for 
life.” 

“Date? Take you out to dinner for example?” 

She nods. 

“That sort of thing yeah.” 

| motion to the plates behind me. 

“I’ve made you dinner. | made you breakfast this morning. 
Does that count?” 

Arta laughs again, her blue eyes dancing and I think how 
beautiful she is. 

“Maybe.” 

| put an arm around her waist and pull her into me, crushing 
her soft tits against my chest. When she makes no move to 
pull away I stroke a finger down her cheek, drawing the 
outlines of her perfect bone structure. 


r 


“So,” | say slowly, “that’s two dates and a kiss. What usually 
comes next?” 


Her lips are half open and | feel her heart beating wildly 
against my chest. 


“| suppose we kiss again,” she whispers. With a low groan | 
reach down and cup her ass, pulling her hips into mine while 
gripping her hair at the nape of her neck in the other, 
testing its silky weight as I bend my lips to hers. | kiss her 
roughly, exploring her mouth with my tongue and nibbling 
on her lower lip. When she whimpers low in her throat | feel 
as if my cock is about to burst out of my pants. She must be 
able to feel it pushing against her, seeking a way inside her 
lithe, curvy body. | turn her around towards the table and 
back her up against it then as | feel her thighs part | lift her 
up so she’s sitting on the edge and I'm in between her legs. 
She wraps her thighs around my hips, pulling me in so we're 
pressed up close with no more than a few thin layers of 
fabric between my throbbing hardness and her pussy. The 
need to take her is all consuming and something I’ve not 
experienced before. Attempting to exercise some self control 
| pull back slightly, breaking our kiss. Her cheeks are flush 
and her eyes dark as her pupils dilate with lust. | can see her 
pulse throbbing in her neck and as the heat rises from her | 
know she’s just as ready as | am. 


“So,” | say, my breath ragged and my voice coming in pants, 
“what’s next?” 


“| think this is where you seduce me,” she whispers. 


“Well I’m all out of flowers, mood lighting and scented 
candles,” | shrug, sliding my hands down her waist to the 
hem of her sweater and beginning to lift it up. She raises her 
arms so | can lift it off and | grasp at the sight of her tits, 
creamy and full, in a lacy white scrap of a bra that pushes 
them up and together, like ripe fruit ready for the picking. 


“Flowers make me sneeze,” she says as | reach behind her 
back to unclasp her bra, “and | think your autumn sun is the 
only mood lighting we need.” 


“And candles?” | ask as | pull off her bra and her tits bounce 
free in front of me. She looks so fucking sexy | nearly cum in 
my pants. 

“| can live without the candles,” she gasps as | lift her 
breasts together in my hands and bend my head to kiss and 
lick each of her nipples in turn, rubbing the pads of my 
thumbs over each one until they are as hard as stones in my 
hands. 


“That feels so good,” she murmurs, arching her back towards 
me. | raise my head and when | speak my voice feels thick in 
my mouth. I’m beyond talking. 


“Lie back,” | all but growl and she does so, lifting her hips as 
| tug at the waist of her jeans. | slide them all the way down 
and then pull off her boots and the jeans in turn so she lies 
in front of me in nothing but white lace panties that barely 
cover her mound. | can’t take my eyes away from her body, 
like a feast laid out ready for me to tuck right into. All for me 
and only me. 


| kneel in between her legs and place them over my 
shoulders as | begin to kiss up the inside of her thigh. | pass 
my mouth over the fabric of her underwear, barely touching 
it, before kissing down the other and hear her moan in 
frustration. | kiss back up the same thigh and this time stop 
at her pussy, nuzzling her through her panties. The heat and 
scent of her pussy drives me insane. | have to have her, but 
first | want to taste her. To make her cum in my mouth. 


| push the fabric to one side and softly kiss her lips before 
gently beginning to tongue her clit. She moans again, 
louder this time and bucks her hips towards my face, 
wanting more. Smiling to myself | give her exactly what she 
asks for, tonguing her harder and faster as | slip a finger 


inside her. | feel her pussy clench around me and realize 
both how tight and wet she is. | stroke the front wall of her 
pussy gently, in a light fluttering movement as | continue to 
lick her clit and she whimpers and buries her hand in my 
hair, pushing my head forward into her. | growl low in my 
throat as her obvious pleasure turns me on even more. | can 
feel my cock leaking in my pants. 


| step up my pace as | feel her body responding to me and 
sense her orgasm building. Then her lower body spasms and 
she cries out, her hand pulling at my hair and her hips 
bucking towards me as she shudders with the waves of her 
climax. | hold her, kissing and nuzzling her thighs and pussy 
gently as her orgasm subsides, then | stand up, looking 
down at her. Her eyes and lips are soft and her chest flushed 
with pleasure. 


“That was incredible,” she sighs, “I had no idea.” 
| frown, not understanding what she means. 


“I've never done that before,” she clarifies. | feel surprised, 
then delighted that | was the first man to give her that type 
of pleasure, then even more aroused as | think about the 
possibility of being the only man, ever, to do that for her. 


Unable to wait any longer to be inside her | reach for her 
hand and press it to my zipper but as | do so | see hesitation 
in her face and let her hand go. 

“What is it?” 

She winces. “It’s just...that’s not the only thing I’ve never 
done.” She blushes with embarrassment rather than desire 
and drops her eyes, clearly worried about my reaction. It 
takes me a moment to realise what she means. 

“You're a virgin?” 

She nods, still not looking at me. | stare at her and then turn 
away, emitting a low growl of frustration because the news 
turns me on so much but Knowing it | can’t just take her like 
this, over the kitchen table. 


When | turn back to her she’s sitting up and reaching for her 
clothes with a look of dejection on her face and | realize with 
shock she thinks | don’t want her anymore. | go to her, 
pulling her to me. 

“Arta,” | say urgently, “you realize what this means?” 

She shakes her head silently. 

“It means,” | say slowly, feeling my cock jump in my pants at 
the thought, “that if you become my mate you will always 
only have been mine.” 

She perks up at my tone, looking at me with less 
embarrassment. 

“And you like that?” 

“Like it? | have never been so turned on in all my life.” 

She blushes and | see the concern leave her face. Then she 
reaches for my zip but this time it’s me who shakes my 
head. 

“I’m not taking your virginity like this. We will do this 
properly. When - if - we are mated we will do this properly.” 
“p?” 

“It’s your choice,” | say softly. 

“I’m not going to become some housewife,” she says, “I’m a 
biochemist. There are universities in Russia | can work at 
right?” 

| shrug. “If that’s what you want. As long as whatever you 
do, you are careful to protect the Clan.” 

She nods and then smiles up at me, emotion spilling out 
from her eyes that | can’t read but I’m pretty sure are good. 
“Then | choose yes,” she says. 

| swallow down the sudden urge to whoop with delight. The 
way | want to behave around this woman is completely alien 
to me. 

“Does this mean | get scented candles?” she grins. 


CHAPTER 8 


Mikhail 


We drive to Andrei’s where we have all agreed to meet with 
my hand on her knee. | can still smell her pussy on my skin 
and each inhale brings with it a stab of arousal. With their 
bear senses there is no way | will be able to hide this from 
Alek and Andrei but to my surprise | find | couldn’t care less. 
| don’t care if the world knows. 

Except, the meeting with Alek and Andrei isn’t just about 
introducing Arta to the Clan. | also have to fill them in about 
Baranovsky. 

My meeting with him this morning feels like a million miles 
away now and in the heat of the moment with Arta it 
couldn’t have been further from my mind. As I’m driving 
however reality is slowly sinking in, and with it the 
realization that | now have more to lose. Not just Clan 
members but my mate. My life partner. 

She senses the change in my mood and glances at me. 
“Are you Okay?” she asks. 

“Yes. With you, | am more than okay. But, there are things 
happening that must be dealt with.” 

“With the bratva?” 

| nod, but say nothing. 

“What is it?” 

“It’s best you don’t know,” | say sharply. Even with my eyes 
on the road | can sense her answering glare. 

“Mikhail,” she says firmly, “I am not just your...mate, 
girlfriend, whatever. | am Clan also aren’t I? And by blood. 


That’s why my father sent me here. Shouldn’t | know what’s 

going on?” 

| sigh heavily. She’s right, of course. As much as | may want 

to shield her from it all | have to face the fact that a war may 
well be coming. We all need to be prepared. 


| give her brief details of who Baranovsky is, our history with 
him and today’s meeting. She seems shell shocked as she 
digests all I’ve told her and as well she might be, just a few 
days ago she was in America with no understanding of this 
life or how indelibly she would soon be a part of it. 


“So what proof can he have?” she asks. 


“That,” | say grimly, “is what we desperately need to find 
out.” 


That evening after | have introduced Arta to everyone and 
we have made arrangements for both a swearing in and 
mating ceremony at midnight tonight, | sit with Alek and 
Andrei as they ask the same questions. | offered Arta the 
chance to be in on our meeting after her reprimand earlier 
but she has chosen to help Callie and Una put the children 
to bed. She looks overwhelmed and | don’t want to rush the 
mating ceremony - no matter how desperate | am to fuck 
her - but at the same time this new threat gives everything 
a sense of urgency. | no longer know what the immediate 
future holds, so I’m determined that whatever it brings it will 
be with Arta at my side. 

Alek’s next question jerks me out of my thoughts. 

“Do you think the bastard is bluffing?” 

“No,” | say, shaking my head. “He was too sure of himself. | 
don’t think he would dare attempt this unless he really had 
something to bargain with. So whatever it is, it must be 
concrete.” 


We stare at each other as we all think what no one wants to 
voice. Finally Andrei breaks the silence. 


“Our DNA,” he says. “That’s all it can be, isn’t it, for him to 
be this confident?” 


| nod, finally acknowledging the unthinkable. 


“He as good as told me,” | admit, thinking back to our 
conversation. “In fact, he explicitly threatened me. ‘What do 
you think the Kremlin could do with your DNA?’ Those were 
his words, but | thought he was simply referring to him 
sharing the fact of our existence.” 


“But how?” Alex frowns. 


“It wouldn’t be that difficult,” | say quietly, letting the horror 
sink in. “Although we usually clean up our own kills there 
have been times when he has wanted the bodies left to be 
found.” 


“But we’re always careful,” Alek protests, sounding 
offended, “we're not amateurs. Baranovsky may have the 
police in his pocket but that’s not a reason to go around 
leaving evidence everywhere.” 

Andrei shakes his head. His face has gone as white as his 
hair. 

“We drink from his glasses - would that be enough? We have 
been careless.” 

| feel helpless. |am a bear, a killer, not a scientist. This is out 
of my comprehension. 

But | know someone who would understand. 

“Arta is a biochemist,” | say. 

“Why didn’t you say so? Go and get her,” Alek says, his eyes 
widening. | go to the bottom of the stairs and call Arta softly. 
She comes down, looking concerned. 

“What is it?” 

“We may have need of your expertise,” | tell her. She nods 
and follows me into the lounge, sitting next to me on the 
couch. In spite of the seriousness of the situation | can’t help 


thinking how beautiful she looks and how proud | am to 
have her next to me. I’m impatient to truly make her mine. 


“We think Baranovsky’s got our DNA,” | say bluntly. She 
looks shocked, and then sets her mouth grimly. 

“Of course,” she says. “That would be incontrovertible proof 
wouldn't it? Whatever it is that makes you - us - different, | 
assume it shows up in our blood? That,” she continues, 
almost talking to herself, “explains why my father refused 
treatment when he got sick and why I never went to the 
doctor for check-ups. Not that | needed to. What is it, an 
extra gene sequence, a chromosomal difference, what?” 


When we all look at her blankly, she shakes her head. 
“You mean you don’t know? You’ve never had it tested?” 


| shrug. “No. What difference would it make? We are what we 
are.” 


She lets out a long sigh, looking frustrated. 


“What we wanted to know,” I ask her, “Is how he could have 
obtained it? We are, as Alek rightly pointed out, incredibly 
careful when we kill.” 


“Although there have been a few times Baranovsky has 
taken care of the clean-up,” Alek admits quietly. “When | 
killed Dimitri for example.” 

| see Arta flinch at the mention of killing and | remember 
how new this all is to her and how suddenly she has been 
thrust into our world. 


“It really isn’t difficult to get someone's DNA if you know 
what you're doing,” she says. “A coffee cup for example.” 
| nod at Andrei. 

“You were right. We have been careless.” 

Feeling frustrated and even angry at myself | get up and 
start pacing. | want to shift, to go for a run and go wild. To 
hunt something. Preferably Baranovsky himself. My skin 
tingles with pent up rage and even fear. Another emotion 


that is alien to me. | make myself look at Arta, as though the 
sight of her will soothe me, but it only enhances my worry as 
| realize | now have so much more to lose. The thought of 
anyone hurting her fills me with a rage | know | would never 
be able to control. 


“You're the expert on this,” Andrei says to her. “What could 
he - or the Kremlin - do with it? Is it as bad as we fear?” 


She nods. “I’m afraid so. If they have decent scientists - a 
geneticist especially - then the possibilities for 
experimentation are endless. Of course, experiments often 
don’t work, but it wouldn’t stop them from trying. It really 
depends on exactly what secrets our blood yields.” 


“Would anything even show up?” Andrei asks. “Call me 
naive but | guess I’ve just always assumed we were sort 
of...magic.” He looks embarrassed as Alek rolls his eyes at 
him. | look at Arta, waiting for her answers. Hoping she will 
give us hope. But that grim look is still on her face. 


“It would be almost impossible,” she says slowly, “for what 
you guys can do - literally change into bears - to be 
happening without it being reflected in your genetic make- 
up. | mean, | think we're looking at a different species 
entirely. Even for me, who doesn’t shape shift, | would be 
very surprised if my healing abilities and the fact I’ve never 
gotten sick aren’t reflected in my blood.” 


| stop pacing and close my eyes. This is bad, worse than | 
thought. 

“We need to act,” | growl. 

Alek and Andrei nod eagerly and | know beyond a shadow of 
a doubt that if | give the order they will rip Baranovsky and 
his henchmen limb from limb. If | don’t get there first. 

But we can’t do that. | let out a deep growl of frustration. 
“But he knows that is exactly what we will want to do,” | say, 
repeating his comments about a package going straight to 
the Kremlin. Alek balls his fists and puts his head down while 


Andrei jumps to his feet and storms over to the window, 
staring out at the forest. The forest where tonight Arta and 
myself will be formally mated. 


“There’s no chance that whatever we are is something that 
cannot be seen under a microscope?” Andrei asks almost 
pleadingly. | sense he is disappointed at the idea we are not 
‘magic.’ 

“| don’t see how that could be possible,” Arta says, 
“Although, let’s face it, two days ago I wouldn’t have 
thought any of this was possible at all. The only way to find 
out would be if we could test your blood ourselves.” 


| stare at her. “Could you do that?” 


She nods. “Yes. But | need a lab...equipment...a research 
department, really.” 

| look at Andrei. Out of the three of us he has the widest 
network in the human world due to his international security 
firm. He returns my look and nods. 

“I might know someone. At Moscow State. A very eminent 
professor with a sideline in manipulating research funds and 
taking backhanders. But l'Il need a few days to arrange that 
sort of access.” 

“| gave Baranovsky three days,” | remind him. 

Arta walks over to me and takes my hand. 

“I'm in,” she says, looking up at me with those blue eyes. 
“All the way.” 


CHAPTER 9 


Arta 


| stand next to Mikhail, trying not to tremble although it’s 
more nerves than cold. I’ve wrapped up in one of Callie’s fur 
coats and feel more than a little underdressed for what | 
guess is the equivalent of a wedding for these guys. 

For us. 

I’m still reeling with everything I have learned today. About 
myself, my father, Mikhail...and the future of the Clan. | have 
only just discovered the existence of this crazy sort-of family 
| now belong to, only to find out straight afterwards that we 
are all in jeopardy. 

And | might be able to help. This isn’t quite what I thought | 
would be doing with my degree. 


Right now though it’s not the Clan or my father or even this 
Baranovsky maniac who is on my mind but Mikhail. Who 
stands next to me, waiting for Andrei to perform the 
ceremony. According to Callie it’s decidedly underwhelming, 
at least if | ever had hopes of holding out for a white 
wedding. 

Of course I’ve never really wanted anything of the sort, and 
now | know why. | feel like | have spent my whole life waiting 
for this, | just didn’t know what it was | was waiting for. 


| know this is, at least in human terms, completely crazy. I’m 
pledging myself to a man | don’t know, not really, and for 
the rest of my life. Yet | know that | can never go back to my 
former life now that | know what | am, and how could | stay 
here and be part of the Clan and not be with Mikhail? 
Knowing that he wants me as much as I want him. It would 
be torture. No, crazy as it is there is no other option. 


Not one that | want, anyway. 


Andrei stands in front of us, a cruel looking knife in his hand. 
| swallow nervously at the sight of it. He nods to us both 
before beginning the call and response. Callie coached me 
on this earlier. 


“Do you both agree to be mated, flesh to one flesh, blood to 
one blood, Clan to one Clan?” 


The others - a few more Clan members arrived during the 
course of the evening - are spread out in a horseshoe shape 
around us. The atmosphere is heavy and tense with 
anticipation and there’s almost a thrumming in the air. 


Mikhail gazes deep into my eyes as he repeats Andrei’s 
words back to me. 

“Flesh to one flesh. Blood to one blood. Clan to one Clan. | 
swear this before you all.” 


| feel my hands trembling and he seems to sense it and 
takes them in his. This is it, | think, I’m really doing this. 


“Flesh to one flesh. Blood to one blood. Clan to one Clan. | 
swear this before you all.” | repeat the words back to him 
and the trembling spreads through my whole body now. | 
realise it isn’t nerves at all but something else, something 
deeper, as though some kind of energy is waking up inside 
me. | wonder if Andrei was right and we are magic after all. 


Mikhail roles up his sleeve and holds his forearm out to 
Andrei and I do the same as the Clan members around us 
repeat our words like a chant. Andrei takes the knife and 
slowly and deliberately draws a thin line of blood down 
Mikhail’s arm. As he takes the blade to mine | steel myself, 
waiting for the pain, but there is none. He takes our forearms 
and quickly presses them together before our wounds close. 
A rush of power so strong it almost knocks me off my feet 
goes through my body. It’s exhilarating in its intensity and | 
almost laugh, gazing at Mikhail in wonder. He stares back at 
me, his eyes dark and unfathomable. 


“You are mated,” Andrei announces. Then he turns fully to 
me. 


“This is where you are sworn into the Clan,” Mikhail reminds 
me with a whisper. 


“You are Clan by blood, birth and now by mate,” Andrei says 
solemnly, “do you swear to uphold the responsibility of 
being a Clan member? You are sworn to secrecy concerning 
our existence, on pain of banishment or death. Do you 
understand?” 


| am taken aback at that. I’m pretty sure no one mentioned 
anything about death. But | nod quickly. 


“Yes. | do swear,” | say. Next to me, Mikhail puts a protective 
arm around me. 


“Do you swear to put the Clan before all else, and to consult 
Clan members on any decision which may affect us as 
individuals or as a whole?” 


“Yes. | swear,” | say again, then breathe a sigh of relief. /t’s 
done, | think, no going back now. 


“You are Clan,” Andrei announces. Mikhail pulls me into his 
arms and kisses me, long and deep. 


“What happens now?” | ask as we break apart. He smiles 
wickedly at me. 

“Andrei has a cabin in the woods he has very nicely agreed 
to lend us for the night,” he says. “And that’s exactly where 
we are going, so that | can properly make you mine.” 


He picks me up as if | weigh nothing and strides off through 
the trees. Shivering with excitement and desire now | 
snuggle against his strong body. 


When we reach the cabin he kicks open the door and takes 
me through a small room with a table and chairs and a fire 
already burning in the grate, straight to the bedroom. | smell 
something unfamiliar, almost floral, and then as he lays me 
down on the bed | see what he’s done. 


“Scented candles!” | laugh. He nods and for a moment he 
looks almost shy. 


“Do you like them? Callie and Una did it all... wouldn’t have 
known what to pick.” 

“It’s perfect,” | reassure him, and then hold out my hand to 
him. 

“Come here,” | whisper. 


He takes my hand and pushes me back onto the bed, 
leaning over me and kissing me again. 


“You're beautiful,” he says in such a reverent way that in 
that moment that’s exactly what | feel...beautiful. He stands 
up and starts to undress without a scrap of modesty. Of 
course I’d seen him through the window but up close like 
this his body is even more breathtaking. 


My eyes widen as they settle on his cock thick and proud 
between his strong thighs. My mouth goes dry as | try to 
imagine how it will feel inside me. | can’t imagine how it 
would even fit, but then | remember how wet and turned on 
he made me earlier. 


He sits down next to me on the bed and pushes the fur coat 
down over my arms then begins to unbutton my blouse. He 
pushes it away from my chest and bends his head to kiss my 
neck and along the top of my cleavage, making me gasp. | 
sit up and struggle out of my clothes, not feeling an ounce 
of embarrassment now as | discard them and finally lie back 
naked in front of him. He runs a hand lightly up and down 
my body and his eyes follow it, drinking me in like I’m some 
exquisite work of art. | love the way he looks at me. 

“You are mine now, Arta,” he says, his voice low and deep in 
his throat. “Mine forever.” 

| nod, so overcome with emotion and desire | can’t speak. He 
runs his hand over my hips and then stops as he cups my 
pussy, his eyes fixed on mine. 


“Open your legs,” he commands. | do so, spreading my 
thighs for him, and he strokes my folds, his fingertips just 
lightly brushing my now throbbing clit. Already | can feel my 
pussy aching deep inside my body and my juices are wet on 
my thighs. | want him inside me. 


| lift my hips towards him impatiently but he pushes me 
back down, a sensual smile on his face. 


“We're not rushing this Arta,” he says in a low voice. “It’s 
your first time. Our first time.” 


“| just want you so much,” | breathe, any embarrassment 
gone. This is my man. 


He smiles again and moves down the bed so he is at my 
feet. He lifts one foot in his hand, bending my leg and 
bringing it to his mouth, nibbling along my instep and 
kissing the pads of my feet. | inhale sharply, surprised at 
how erotic this feels. It’s as though a direct line of sensation 
goes straight up my legs to my pussy, increasing the 
throbbing there. | gasp as he places my big toe in his mouth 
and sucks slowly, keeping his eyes on mine the whole time. 


He lays my foot back on the bed almost reverentially and 
does the same to the other while | writhe on the bed 
beneath him, a ball of senses. Every nerve ending on fire for 
him, my whole body aching with need. How have | existed 
my entire adult life and never known | could feel desire like 
this, never even dreamed it was possible? | close my eyes 
and arch my back as he positions himself between my legs 
and begins to kiss slowly up the insides of my legs and 
thighs, his hands kneading the front of my legs and moving 
towards my hips, making circles with his thumbs. | feel like 
putty in his hands. 


| open my legs wider as he comes closer to my pussy, and 
then moan in frustration as he moves away from my groin 
and up to my hips and lower belly, Kneading my lower 

tummy while kissing over the rise of my hipbones. My skin 


feels ultra sensitive, tingling with apprehension, and my 
nipples are hard as bullets as he moves further up my torso 
and | can feel his breath on my breasts. 


But still he makes me wait. He skims over my breasts and 
kisses my shoulders and neck, holding the back of my neck 
with a firm hand and tipping my head back. 

“Mikhail.” | moan. He sits up and lifts a hand to his mouth, 
turning my palm over and nibbling it, then sucking one 
finger at a time into his mouth. 


“What is it?” he asks, his voice thick with desire and his eyes 
twinkling mischievously as he teases me. 


“Please.” | beg, my voice slurred with want, seemingly 
unable to form a coherent sentence. 


“Please what?” he grins at me wickedly, nibbling at my wrist. 
“| want...need...you inside me,” | moan. 


“Soon,” he promises and puts my hand and arm down, then 
bends over and gently sucks one nipple into his mouth. | 
moan loudly, wrapping my fingers in his hair and arching up 
into his mouth as he roughly palms my breasts with his 
hands. 


| reach down for him and enclose my hand around the thick 
shaft of his cock, feeling him pulsing under my hand. The 
size of him makes me gasp but I’m no longer worried about 
it hurting. I’m soaking, ready and aching for him. His cock is 
wet at the tip and | know he must be ready for me too. 
“Mikhail,” | say again, my tone urgent this time, and he 
raises himself on his hands, arching over me and 
manoeuvres himself between my thighs. | look up at him 
and nod. 

“I'm ready,” | whisper. He gazes at me for a long moment, 
his dark eyes unreadable, and then gently and carefully 
begins to push himself inside me. 


| tense as | feel a sudden, sharp pain, but then it’s gone to 
be replaced by a dull ache and as he hesitates, looking 
concerned, | dig my fingers into the taut muscles of his butt, 
keeping him inside me. 

“Go on,” | urge. He carries on, slipping inside me inch by 
inch, and | feel the walls of my pussy stretch to 
accommodate him. I’m so wet | can see my juices gleaming 
on his thighs where our bodies are joined, and the soft pain 
is replaced by a growing wave of pleasure that fills my whole 
body. With a final push he sinks himself fully into me and | 
lift my bent legs and cross them around his hips, pushing us 
further together. 

He gazes down at me and | detect a flash of triumph in his 
eyes. The lights from the candles flicker over his gorgeous 
face and | moan softly as he starts to move inside me, ever 
so softly. 


“You are mine now,” he states, his voice a low groan. 
“Forever mine. Say it,” he demands as he starts to pick up 
his pace. 

“Yes,” | gasp, automatically moving my hips in time with his. 
“Yes, I’m yours.” 

“Forever,” he demands again, unrelenting. 


“Forever,” | agree, clutching at his hips and pushing myself 
into him. My back is arched and my head tipped back, my 
hair spilling onto the pillows around me, and as he moves 
his groin pushes against my clit, turning me on all the more. 
A slow burn begins in my core and spreads out through my 
torso and | Know my orgasm is close. 


“| want to see you cum,” he growls, staring down at me as 
though enraptured. His obvious arousal only strengthens 
mine and | dig my heels into his butt, urging him on, no 
longer caring if it hurts afterwards. There is only the here 
and now, me and Mikhail and his body inside mine. He picks 
up his pace further, driving deep and hard into me and | 


hear myself scream as my orgasm builds and then peaks 
and waves of sensation crash around me. Liquid heat flows 
through me as | shudder against him, moaning his name, 
and with one final thrust | feel him release his seed inside 
me, his cock twitching against the walls of my pussy. 


He groans loudly and wraps his arms around me, his whole 
body trembling as he cums, then he rolls to one side, taking 
me with him so I’m half on top of him, holding me tight in 
his arms as the aftershocks make both of us gasp. | collapse 
against him and a warm, rosy glow comes over me. My limbs 
feel heavy and thick and | lie against his chest, feeling the 
pounding of his heart beat. 


When | finally catch my breath | raise myself on one elbow 
and look up at him. His eyelids are heavy, his mouth full and 
swollen and | smile to see how utterly sated he looks. 


“That was amazing,” | whisper. He strokes my hair and kisses 
my forehead softly. 


“You're not hurting?” he asks, concern in his voice. | move 
my thighs, testing, and feel a dull ache inside me and in my 
inner thighs. 

“A little sore,” | admit, “but nothing too bad. Honestly, that 
was incredible. | never knew...” my voice trails off and he 
raises an eyebrow at me. 


“Never knew what?” he asks. 
“That it could be like this. Between a man and a woman.” 


“We are more than that,” he reminds me, pulling the 
blankets up around us and blowing out the candles. “We are 
Clan. And you are my mate.” 

“Oh yes,” | say half laughing. | snuggle against his chest and 
realizes that all the worries and cares of the last few days - 
the last few months really, since my father got sick - have 
drained away. There is just me and him and the tangle of our 
limbs. 


| drift into a dreamless sleep, feeling safe and warm in his 
strong arms. 


CHAPTER 10 


Mikhail 


| wake up to the sun coming in through the window and 
falling across the sheets, making a halo of light around 
Arta’s hair. She is still fast asleep, an arm thrown casually 
over her chest. | stare at her, hardly able to believe this is 
happening. 

That it has happened. I’ve finally found a life mate, 
something that | had never even considered was a 
possibility for me. Bonds usually take a long time for me to 
make even with the Clan...trust does not come easily for me. 
Yet | knew Arta was for me as soon as | saw her. There is still 
some guilt that she is my mentor’s daughter, but | hope that 
Jan would understand. 


Perhaps even approve. 


| run my hand lightly down the pristine curves of her body, 
not wanting to wake her but unable to stop myself from 
touching her. She is so perfect. She murmurs in her sleep 
and turns over slightly, causing her tits to fall across my arm 
and her thigh to touch mine. | feel my cock twitch and start 
to throb, instantly hard at the sight of her naked body. 


| pull myself from under her carefully and walk naked into 
the kitchen. As requested there are pancakes and syrup 
ready to be made in the cupboard, as well as fresh coffee 
and a percolator. | turn on the stove and start to cook. | quite 
like it, having someone to cook for. She brings out an almost 
nurturing side to me...another aspect of my own self she has 
introduced me to. 


The smell wakes her up and as I walk back into the bedroom 
she is sitting up, her face adorably scrunched up from sleep 


and her hair tumbling around her shoulders and tits. The 
sight of her reinvigorates my erection and she grins at me, 
taking it in. 

“Breakfast in bed and you’re ready for more?” she says ina 
teasing, lilting voice that makes me want to turn her over 
my knee and spank her. 


| lay the pancakes and coffee on the dresser by the side of 
the bed and then lean down and cup her chin, kissing her 
roughly in greeting. 

“Carry on with that tone,” | say with a smile, “and | might 
just have to spank you.” 


She flushes and her eyes widen in surprise but | also smell 
the musk of arousal on her. 


“You like the sound of that?” | say, running one hand down 
the front of her body and cupping her breast, weighing it in 
my hand. She bites her lips and nods. 


“Yes,” she says almost shyly, “I think I do.” 


Forgetting all about the food now | get into bed beside her 
and start to kiss her again, deeper and harder. She responds 
to me with an enthusiasm that all but has me cumming on 
the spot. The taste, scent and feel of her is almost too much 
for my acute senses. | want to bury myself in her and fuck 
her until we can both barely walk. | can’t imagine ever being 
able to have enough of this woman. 


| push the sheets back from her body and drink in the sight 
of her. Her pussy is pink and wet, glistening with her juices. | 
reach down and begin to play gently with her folds and am 
rewarded by a moan from low in her throat. 


“| love the way you touch me,” she whispers, her eyes closed 
and her lips swollen and half-parted. She lets out a pant as | 
Slip a finger inside her and feel her inner walls clench 
around me. 


“Do you want more?” | murmur. She nods and | slip another 
finger inside her, feeling her stretch around me. | go slowly 


in case she is still sore but she shows no sign of it, rather she 
parts her thighs wider and pushes her hips towards me, 
silently asking for more. 


“Tell me,” | demand my voice guttural. 


“Yes,” she pants, opening her eyes slightly to look at me 
from under her lids, “I want more.” 


“What do you want?” | ask and she writhes as if in 
frustration. “Tell me,” | demand again. 


“| want you inside me,” she whispers and her voice is slurred 
with desire. “I want you to fuck me.” 


“Do you want me to spank you?” 


She gasps, then nods, her cheeks colouring again. | take my 
fingers out of her and roughly take her hips and flip her over 
onto her belly. 


“Lift your ass up,” | order. She tilts her hips towards me so 
her butt cheeks round out. Two perfect globes of creamy 
flesh. My cock is leaking at the sight of her. | rub her cheeks 
gently, now and then dipping my hand between her legs to 
stroke her pussy, and only when she is so wet | can see her 
juices on her thighs do | flatten my hand and spank her 
softly on one butt cheek. She gasps as if in shock. 


“Is that okay?” | don’t want to hurt her. But she looks back at 
me over her shoulder and | can see by the look on her face 
that it wasn’t pain she was gasping in. 

“Yes.” 

“Harder?” 


She nods and I spank her again, firmer this time. She 
whimpers and bites her lip then lays back down, her hands 
bunching in the sheets. Seeing how turned on she’s getting 
only heightens my own lust. | want her so fucking badly I’m 
having to fight not to just bury myself inside her. I’m teasing 
myself as much as | am her. 


| spank her again, once, twice, three times, leaving a faint 
red mark on her ass, and then I pull on her hips so she’s 
kneeling in front of me on all fours and position myself 
behind her. My cock looks huge and it’s throbbing so much it 
hurts. 

“Are you ready?” | ask her. 

“Yes, do it,” she says urgently. Wantonly. | groan and sink my 
cock into her until I’m buried inside her body so closely that 
| can feel her wetness on my balls. With my hands lightly on 
her hips | start to move in and out of her, my thumbs making 
circles on her cheeks. 


“You feel so good on my cock,” | tell her and am rewarded 
with a whimper. “I love being inside you.” 


She starts to push back against me and | pick up my pace, 
leaning over her and reaching round to grab her tits, then 
pulling her back onto me so she’s near enough kneeling up, 
backing onto my lap. | fondle her tits and nibble the side of 
her neck, her hair falling like silk against my face. 


| reach down with one hand and play with her pussy while | 
fuck her from behind, and she starts to gasp. “Mikhail,” she 
moans and the sound of her saying my name is almost too 
much. I’m only just holding back as | continue to fuck her 
and play with her, and then she gives a sudden scream and 
arches her back against me and | know she’s cumming. | let 
go myself with a loud bellow, and my vision blurs as | pump 
my seed inside her, overwhelmed by the sudden rush of 
intensity that floods my body. 


We collapse back onto the bed together, her still in my arms 
and lie there without speaking for a few long, blissful 
moments. | stroke her hair as we get our breath back and 
she looks up at me smiling. Her eyelids are drowsy again 
with the satiation of orgasm and her body soft against mine. 


“Now can I have my pancakes?” she says, making me laugh. 


“Of course,” | say, and reach for my own plate. Not that 
pancakes are going to cut it. After that and last night, | need 
a steak. If not a whole cow. 


We eat and drink together in comfortable silence when my 
phone rings. Andrei. | groan as | answer it, all yesterday’s 
problems coming back to mind and cutting into my newly 
mated bliss. 

“What’s up?” | growl. | don’t care how important it is, I’m 
pissed off at being interrupted. My plan was to stay in bed 
making love to Arta all day, but | know that’s probably not 
going to happen given the circumstances. 


“I’m sorry to interrupt,” he says and | hear the amusement in 
his voice, under the layer of concern and worry we are all 
feeling right now, “but you said to sort things out as quickly 
as possible. So...l’ve managed to get Arta some lab time at 
Moscow University.” 


“When?” 
“This afternoon.” 


| growl to myself. There goes my plans. But this, of course, is 
important. 


“Great. l'Il get dressed and we'll meet you there.” 


“No need. I’m going to try and prod a few of my informants 
at the Kremlin...see if there’s any whisper of communication 
from Baranovsky.” 

“Good idea,” | say, though | sound less than enthusiastic. 
Shit just got real again. | look over my shoulder at Arta who 
is frowning at me. 

“So where do we go?” 

“Science Park. Lab 2A. A Dr Berkow will be outside to meet 
you and let you in. He'll have to go in the lab with Arta but 
he’ll stay out of the way. Just tell her to make sure she wipes 
the computer before she leaves. We can’t leave any results 
behind.” 


“We'll be there in two hours.” | snap my phone shut and 
relay the information to Arta. She nods, looking thoughtful. 


“What are you thinking?” | ask. | love the way her brow 
furrows when she’s thinking hard. 

“I’m wondering what we will find,” she says, “and if we will 
find anything at all. What we are seems so 
impossible...maybe Andrei is right and we really are magic. 
Like in the fairy tales.” 


“That would certainly solve the problem with Baranovsky,” | 
say. | sit down with a heavy sigh and she shuffles next to me 
and puts her arms around my neck. 


“It will be okay,” she whispers. | hope she’s right. 


“| should have been more prepared,” | say, feeling frustrated 
with myself, “We should have known this was always a 
possibility. Science isn’t something I’ve ever given much 
thought to. I’m not like Andrei and Alek...I’ve never really 
made much attempt to live in the human world. Not before 
you,” | finish, taking her hand in mine and lifting it to my 
lips to kiss. She kisses my shoulder lightly. 


“There was no way you could have known this would 
happen. And finding out what your - our - blood actually 
holds will give us the upper hand.” 


| nod, knowing she’s right. 


“Okay,” | say regretfully, running my eyes over her naked 
body, “let’s go.” 


We pull up outside Lab 2A to see a lanky man with glasses 
lurking furtively outside, looking around him as if worried he 
will get caught. It’s the weekend so there are no students, 
but | suppose it’s possible there may be a janitor or someone 
around. He rushes quickly over to us as we get out of the 
car. | see him stop and stare as Arta straightens up and 
smoothes down her sweater and he straightens himself up 
and tries to adopt a more confident stance. 


He’s attracted her. The bastard. | walk right up to him, 
towering over him, and glare at him. 


“We don’t have a lot of time,” | say. He nods quickly, his 
nerves coming back, and | see him swallow as he takes in 
the size of me. | walk protectively close to Arta as he takes 
us inside and to a small lab just off the main room. 

“I'll wait outside and keep watch,” | tell her shooting a 
warning glare at Berkow. Arta nods. She has a serious, intent 
look on her face now and | realise I’m seeing a different side 
to her. | feel proud of her, her intellect and her confidence in 
her abilities. 


As the door closes behind them I lean back against the wall 
and fold my arms. 


| wonder what she’s going to find. 


CHAPTER 11 


Arta 


Dr Berkow watches me as I set up and | can feel his eyes 
travelling over my body. He clearly hasn’t realized I’m with 
Mikhail, | think, or he surely wouldn’t dare to be so bold. 


“If you need some assistance,” he says in a low voice loaded 
with meaning, “then I’m more than happy to stay.” 

“It’s confidential,” | say. I’m certain he already knows that. 
How often do bratva hit men pull in favours for ordinary run 
of the mill events? | wonder what he thinks we’re doing, and 
whether or not he can really be trusted. 


“I can keep a secret,” he says, and winks at me. He actually 
winks. | shake my head slowly, amazed at the guy’s 
stupidity. | can only conclude that he doesn’t really have any 
idea what he’s dealing with here. 


“Trust me,” | tell him seriously, “you don’t want to know. 
Now, if you don’t mind?” 

He looks disappointed but nods and goes into an adjoining 
room and starts tapping away on a computer. Probably 
looking at porn, or something. 


| take a deep breath and take the swabs from my bag. If | 
had the time I’d like to run tests on our blood, particularly on 
our white blood cell counts, but right now it’s our DNA | need 
to look at. If Baranovsky turns over whatever he has to the 
Kremlin that will be the first thing they look at. The thought 
of them using us for some kind of genetic engineering 
program makes me shudder. 


As | start to run the results through the computer | wonder 
what I’m going to find. | know enough to know that the Clan 


male’s ability to shift must be down to more than a single 
gene mutation. There is a phenomenon called ‘werewolf 
syndrome’ for example which basically causes excessive 
hairiness, including of the face. That’s a gene mutation. But 
the ability to actually change form at will? There’s a part of 
me that wonders if Andrei is right and this will turn out to be 
more magic that science can’t explain. 

| stare at the screen as strings of numbers start to run before 
me. This can’t be, | think. And yet, it makes perfect sense. 

| run them again. And again. Until I’m absolutely certain that 
what I’m seeing is accurate. 


Dr Berkow pops his head round the door, smiling with an oily 
grin that makes me feel greasy just being on the receiving 
end of it. 

“Is everything OK?” 

“Yes,” | reply curtly, wanting him to go away. | pull out my 
pad and pen and start copying the information | need and 
want to remember. Before | wipe the hard drive. I’m running 
the risk of losing other people’s hard work but | don’t trust 
Berkow not to try and retrieve the data. Data that | now 
know is imperative stays within the Clan. 

“I’m done,” | say. Berkow walks over to me. 

“Did you find what you need?” 

“Oh yes,” | murmur, replacing my pad and the swabs back in 
my bag. I walk to the door and open it to find Mikhail is 
literally in the doorway. 

“I'm finished. Let’s go,” | say to him. He scans me quickly 
and | know he will detect the tension | feel but his face and 
posture remain impassive. He glares over my head at 
Berkow. 

“Thank you,” he says, not sounding grateful at all. “I'll leave 
you to lock up.” 


Berkow nods at him but his eyes are on me. He walks over 
and pushes a card into my hand. 


“If there’s ever anything | can help you with,” he says, his 
eyes lingering on me. The invitation in his voice is obvious. | 
feel Mikhail stiffen beside me and briefly close my eyes. | 
don’t think he will take this very well. 


He doesn’t. 


“Are you,” he says, taking a step towards Berkow and raising 
his lips in what can only be describe as a snarl, “fucking 
hitting on my woman?” 

Berkow goes white and his mouth falls open as he realizes 
his mistake. 


“|,,..1’m sorry,” he stammers, “I thought...you were a 
bodyguard.” 


Mikhail snorts with derision. 


“And if | were,” he says in a voice filled with barely 
controlled rage, “Do you think | would let her within ten feet 
of you?” 

Berkow shakes his head, his eyes wild with fright. Almost 
casually Mikhail reaches out and pushes him in the centre of 
his chest. Berkow goes flying over a desk. 


| lay a hand on Mikhail’s arm and he glances down at me. 
The veins are bulging in his neck and the pupils of his eyes 
have gone completely black. He looks terrifying, though I’m 
not scared of him. | know that he will never hurt me, his 
mate. 


“Leave him,” | say softly, as if soothing an angry wild animal. 
Which, | suppose is exactly what I’m doing...although the 
results of the tests revealed he is more than a mere animal. 


Mikhail blinks at the sound of my voice and his eyes clear. 
He nods and puts his arm around me, guiding me out of the 
room without bothering to look back at Berkow who is lying 
dazed in a corner. 


| don’t speak until we’re safely in the car. 

“That was a slightly extreme reaction,” | point out. Mikhail 
looks surprised. 

“Really? | was quite gentle with him - he was hardly a 
worthy opponent.” 

“Right,” | say diplomatically. This isn’t the time to discuss his 
conflict resolution skills. 

We drive in silence for a while until Mikhail finally asks, 
“Well, did you find anything?” 

| nod. “I didn’t know if you wanted to wait until | can tell us 
all together?” 

He glances at me as he drives. 

“That bad?” 

“Not bad exactly...but it will be in the wrong hands.” 

He sucks in a breath. 

“Tell me now.” 

| nod. “Okay, so the genotype...” 

“Not all that,” he says impatiently, “just what it means.” 
“Right. So | was expecting the sequence to show some type 
of complex - very complex - mutation - or to look like a 
human and bear hybrid. But it wasn’t either of those.” 


He frowns. 
“But something did show up correct?” 


“Yes. We're not quite magic but | don’t think Andrei will be 
disappointed. It seems the Clan are...a superior species. So 
not just some half-bear, half-human but significantly more 
than both.” 


Mikhail looks blank. 


“Wasn't that obvious?” He says matter-of-factly without a 
trace of arrogance, as if it’s just something he has always 
taken for granted. 


“Well maybe. But to actually be able to see that and 
measure it...in the hands of the Kremlin this would be 
catastrophic. We're basically...transhuman. Hasn't it always 
been the aim of genetic engineering programs everywhere 
to create just that?” 


Mikhail nods. “Of course, and that’s exactly what we’re 
afraid of. But if it’s not just a mutation...would they really be 
able to replicate us? It’s not like a werewolf story where we 
pass it on like a disease, so they can’t just create more of 
us?” 

“Maybe not, but technology has come a long way recently. If 
they could clone us...” | shudder. 


“A whole Clan of Kremlin assassins,” Mikhail says quietly. 


“Also,” | say, saving the most sinister part for last, “we can 
breed. With humans. We already know females don’t Shift 
but their sons can. Without boring you with numbers and 
data, we are carriers of the particular string that causes both 
the physical strength and the shape shifting. If they couldn’t 
figure out how to clone us, they could breed us. It would 
take longer, but Russian secret ops are known for playing 
the long game.” 

| watch Mikhail’s eyes go dark again as the implications 
dawn on him. 


“You and the girls children would be in particular danger,” 
he says and his voice comes out as an ominous sounding 
growl. | nod, feeling fear now at the thought, a cold snaking 
into the pit of my belly. 


He lays a hand on my leg. 
“I won’t let anything happen to you,” he says, still growling, 
“I will kill anyone who tries to harm you.” 


“Thank you...l think,” | say. I’m not sure whether I should be 
flattered or scared. Having a dangerous boyfriend is one 
thing, but one who could very literally rip potential evil- 


doers limb from limb is something that might take some 
getting used to. 


And yet...he can be so tender. | think of the candlelit love 
making last night and the breakfast in bed this morning. 
Beneath all that gruff scariness it appears there’s a romantic 
soul after all. In spite of the impending danger, next to him | 
feel safer than | ever have. 

| love him. | want to tell him, yet something stops me. We 
are mated for life, and yet | don’t know how he would react 
to those three little words. Do bears even have that concept? 
But then I think about Andrei and Alek. They’re actually 
married. Yet | can’t help wondering if that’s because Callie 
and Una are human and would have wanted that. Do | want 
that? | try to imagine walking down the aisle with Mikhail. 
Having his children...a primal need that I’ve never felt before 
rises up in me as | think about the possibility of carrying his 
babies. Then | think of the impending threat and shudder. 


Mikhail senses my turmoil. “What are you thinking?” 


“Just about the children,” | say softly. It’s not a lie...l just 
haven't specified which children. Oblivious, he nods. 


“It won’t come to that,” he says firmly. 
But | can’t help wondering if we will really be able to stop it. 


CHAPTER 12 


Arta 


I’m still lost in thought as we pull up outside Andrei and 
Callie’s house. Mikhail turns off the engine and sits staring 
out of the window, his face stern. | lay a hand on his leg and 
squeeze his thigh, which is hard under my hand. | should 
say | squeeze a part of his thigh, as each one is nearly as 
thick as my waist. It’s meant to be a comforting gesture, but 
the look Mikhail turns on me is anything but soothing. 
Instead | feel something deep in my body tighten and pulse 
as | see the lust in his eyes. The low ache from our love- 
making turns into a throb that only makes me want more. 
My ass cheeks tingle with the memory of this morning. 


| lean over and kiss him and he responds hungrily, burying a 
hand in my hair while the other grips my waist, his fingers 
run up and splay out across one breast. | feel my nipples 
stiffen in response. | unclip my seat belt and move closer 
towards him, placing a hand on his crotch. He has tight 
black jeans on and as his cock hardens at my touch they 
leave nothing to the imagination. He groans low in his throat 
and his arousal makes me smile. 


| love the effect | so obviously have on him...the fact that | 
seem to be able to turn him on as much as he does me. The 
way he looks at me as if | am, indeed, truly his. | will never 
admit it to him, but the way he reacted to Berkow’s 
sleaziness turned me on just a little too, in some primal, 
instinctual way that | would probably find encoded into my 
genes if | looked hard enough. Given what we are that may 
very well be a literal fact. 


He pushes his groin into my hand in an involuntary motion 
and | squeeze his erection through the material. He growls in 
response. 


“| want to taste you,” | murmur against his lips. His cock 
twitches in my hand in what seems like approval. 


“Are you sure?” he asks, though I can see the excitement in 
his eyes. | nod eagerly. 


“I’ve never done this before either,” | tell him as | slowly 
unzip his jeans. “You will have to tell me if I’m doing it 
right.” 

“| don’t think there’s any way you can get it wrong,” he says 
seriously, his eyes narrowed. “My cock in your mouth sounds 
like absolute bliss.” 


| smile and pull the zipper all the way down, then reach in 
and pull his cock out of the opening. It springs out proudly 
and | see the head is already wet, pre cum beading at the 
tip. | lick it tentatively at first, then harder as | hear his moan 
of approval. 


| wrap one hand around the bottom of his shaft to steady 
myself, then lean down again and take the whole tip of his 
cock into my mouth, sucking gently. He shudders 
underneath me and | pause and look up. Whatever I’m doing 
seems to be working as he has his head tipped back and his 
eyes closed. His thighs jerk involuntarily and his fists are 
balled up by the sides of his legs. Feeling bolder at the sight 
of his enjoyment | take as much of him into my mouth as | 
can manage, sucking harder as | do so and beginning to 
move my hand and mouth in rhythm. 


“That’s so fucking good Arta,” he grinds out between gritted 
teeth and | continue, using my other hand to gently squeeze 
his balls through his denim pants. He starts to gently thrust 

up into my mouth and I can sense he’s getting close. 


“Arta if you don’t stop I’m going to cum in your mouth,” he 
warns me. As if that would be a bad thing. | want to taste 


him, to take him inside me in this new way, for every part of 
my body to be claimed by him. | make what I hope is an 
approving noise and grip him harder. 

He lets out a bellow and thrusts up into my mouth and spills 
his seed into me, salty and thick. | feel completely in control 
as he shudders in my mouth, knowing that right now he is at 
his most vulnerable, and indeed as I sit up and wipe my 
mouth he opens his eyes and looks at me with a gaze that is 
all tenderness. 

“That was amazing,” he whispers, pulling me towards him 
for a kiss. “You are an absolute goddess.” 


| grin at him, feeling a warm thrill go through me at the 
compliment. 

“| wanted to return the favour from yesterday,” | say, 
remembering the way he leaned me back over the kitchen 
table and ate my pussy. | realize with a thrill that | now have 
the rest of my life to make love to him. There are so many 
things | want to do. That | want him to do to me. 

If, of course, this impending bratva war doesn't ruin 
everything. 

He seems to guess the turn of my thoughts as he sighs and 
looks towards the house. 

“| suppose we had better go in and break the news,” he 
says. | nod, and we get out of the car and go into the house. 
Andrei and Callie are in the lounge, playing with their 
toddler son Tomek. | wonder what it would be like to have a 
child with Mikhail. 

“Did you find anything?” Andrei asks quietly. 

“Yes,” | say, taking a seat. Callie gets up as if to go out with 
Tomek but Andrei lays a hand on her arm. 


“Stay sweetheart,” he tells her. “This affects you too. You 
may not have our blood but you are my wife and Tomek’s 
mother.” 


She nods and sits back down, smiling at me. | can’t help 
feeling a stab of envy in spite of the situation. Will Mikhail 
ever want to get married and have children, | wonder, or will 
the Clan mating ceremony be enough for him? He has 
already expressed how he thinks Andrei and Alex are ‘too 
human’ and | wonder if he forgets that | am part human too 
and | grew up in that world, knowing nothing about the Clan. 


But I’m being silly, | tell myself firmly. It’s far too soon to 
start thinking about things like that...as if | haven’t made 
enough of a commitment. It’s enough that I’ve finally found 
my mate. Now that | understand more about who! am, it 
makes sense why other men - human men - have just never 
held that much appeal for me. Whereas Mikhail awakened 
something in me on sight. 

Gathering my thoughts to concentrate on the situation at 
hand, | take a deep breath, before Callie cuts in. 


“Shouldn’t Alek and Una be here? They drove home this 
morning.” 

“We can call them and they can listen in,” Andrei says. | wait 
while he sets up his laptop and video calls Alek and Una. 
They appear on the screen. Una has her small baby on her 
chest in a sling and I try not to repeat my envious thoughts. 


“So what did you find?” Alek asks impatiently. Guessing that 
a full discussion of genetics is not likely to be received well, | 
give them the highlights. 


“Basically our genetic code is completely different to that of 
a humans, though clearly not so different that we can’t 
interobreed. Women carry the gene that causes us to shift but 
don’t express it, whereas you guys obviously do. Basically 
the point is that this is good news for Baranovsky and 
potentially terrible news for us. Not only does our DNA show 
beyond all doubt that we are a different species - evena 
superior species, evolutionarily speaking - but given how 
easily we interbreed with humans the possibilities for 


experimentation are endless.” | pause, letting that sink in. In 
a way I’m not telling anyone here anything they don’t 
already know, but knowing there is actually provable, 
measurable evidence is another thing entirely. 


If it wasn’t for the threat posed I’d be excited myself. Part of 
me is longing to get back in a lab and run some more tests. 
There is so much more to be discovered than | could manage 
in a short amount of time at Berkow’s lab. 


“What’s the worst case scenario?” Andrei asks, his face grim. 
| repeat what | told Mikhail in the car. 


“Cloning. Attempts to genetically modify humans. But all 
those things could be disastrous. In the long-term...enforced 
breeding.” 


Una and Callie both pull a face while Alek and Andrei look 
murderous. “This is all speculation,” | add quickly, but 
Mikhail shakes his head at my obvious naiveté. 


“It’s probably only a tenth of what the officials could dream 
up,” he says with a sigh. “If you think the bratva sound 
bad...the Kremlin are often even worse.” 


| realize for the first time what responsibility the Clan holds, 
trying to act as guardians of their corner of Russia, caught 
between a rock and a hard place. And | understand instantly 
why our existence must be kept secret. The seriousness of 
our situation hits me and | feel momentarily dizzy, 
overwhelmed by all the recent changes. Mikhail senses my 
distress and puts his arm around me and | feel a bit better, 
as | lean into his strong body. Then he looks around at the 
others. 


“So,” he asks, “What are we going to do?” 


CHAPTER 13 


Mikhail 


“Kill him. Before he gets the chance to do anything with 
whatever it is he has,” Andrei says instantly, draping his arm 
protectively around his wife and child. Alek rolls his eyes. 


“We've been through this,” he says wearily. “We're between 
a rock and a hard place. He’s not stupid.” 

“But if he’s dead,” Una pipes up from the computer, “Why 
would he care about the Kremlin having information about 
you? It’s just a bluff. He’s banking on you not calling it.” 


“Maybe,” | say shortly, “but he is bratva. Revenge is their 
watchword. Even beyond death. If he says he has made 
provisions in case we just kill him, | am inclined to believe 
him.” 

“| see,” Una says quietly, looking upset. Of course, they 
have the children to think about. | look at Arta and feel a 
rush of protectiveness as | imagine her round with my child, 
or with my baby at her breasts. 


And | know that’s what I want. And that I will kill to protect 
her and any children we may have. 


| stand up, taking charge, and the others look at me 
expectantly. | feel frustrated and restless. All of the delicious 
sex, that idiot Berkow and this new impending threat is 
overwhelming my senses, making my skin itch. | need to 
shift and go for a good run in the mountains and the fact 
that | can’t just drop everything and go and do that is 
infuriating me. 

“We don’t have much choice,” | say. “Andrei is right - killing 
him is the only option. But the fallout could be 


catastrophic.” 
Callie speaks then, her eyes burning. 


“So why not just give him what he wants? Just let him have 
control of the bratva? Do you even need this ‘alliance’ 
really? Wouldn’t we be better off just minding our own 
business?” 


There is silence at Callie’s outburst. Andrei and Alek look at 
me in horror, waiting for me to take the lead on this. 


| hardly know what to say to her. Our role as guardians has 
been in existence so long we would not be the Clan without 
it. Her words are almost blasohemous. And yet...in a way, 
she’s right. We don’t have to keep upholding an ancient 
tradition that no one even remembers the origins of. The 
world has changed. Perhaps it doesn’t have to be our 
responsibility anymore to try and keep a check on human 
evil. 


Then I look at Arta, who looks at me with a deep trust in her 
eyes, seemingly sure | will make the right decision. | think of 
Jan. And | know | can’t just shirk my responsibilities. But | 
also can’t ask anyone else to make that sacrifice. 


We have rules. Laws, even. The penalty for breaking them is 
often death. What | am about to do is unheard of. I take a 
deep breath. 


“lam leader here,” | say, finally claiming the title we all 
know I hold even if it has always gone unsaid. Bears lead 
themselves, generally. But neither Alek nor Andrei challenge 
me. “I must uphold the vows | have taken. But for the rest of 
you - if you wish it, you are formally released. | won’t ask 
you to fight a war you want no part of. You have human 
wives...children....more to lose. But | will kill Baranovsky and 
take the fall-out. You may want to get out of the area before 
that happens.” 


| look over at Arta and feel a lump in my throat. The raw 
emotion she brings out in me shocks me to my core. She 


Shakes her head. 

“Before you even Say it,” she cuts in, “I’m not going 
anywhere. | can’t go back to my old life knowing what | 
know. I’m your mate. I’m staying here.” 

“Thank you,” | say quietly, fighting to keep my face 
impassive. 

“Me too,” says Alek. “We haven't worked so hard to keep 
things in order to run off at the first sign of trouble. We'll 
work it out. Quite honestly | think even if we give 
Baranovsky what he wants he will continue to hold it over 
us. The outcome will be the same either way, if he really 
does have the proof he claims to have. But Una, Rosa and 
the baby can go to America to stay with her family until it 
blows over.” /f it blows over, are the words that go unsaid. 
Everyone looks at Andrei, who looks at Callie. He takes his 
wife’s hand. 

“Alek is right - this will go bad either way. But l'Il do what 
you need me to do,” he says. She smiles at him sadly. 
“You want to fight, don’t you?” 

He shrugs and grins at her. Callie sighs at him but | see the 
corners of her mouth tilt in amusement. | suddenly feel a 
rush of pride. These are my people. My family. Arta most of 
all. 


“Do what you need to do,” Callie says. “But me and Tomek 
will go with Una. If that’s okay with you?” she adds to the 
screen. 


“Of course,” Una says. 

There’s a silence. Then Andrei cracks his knuckles. 

“So we can kill him?” he says, sounding almost eager. | don’t 
blame him. 


“We will have to,” | say, feeling the bloodlust rise in me. | 
definitely need to shift. “But it’s worth having the proposed 


meeting and see what he has to say. And in the meantime, 
see what we can find out. We have informants.” 


Andrei nods. “l'Il get on it,” he says. 


“And l'Il phone Baranovsky and arrange the meet. Let him 
think we are about to cave.” 


Alek, on the computer, clears his throat. 
“So nothing is happening tonight?” 
| frown, confused. 


“Well, no. We need to use the time we have to try and gather 
information. Why?” 


Alek grins. 


“Our new bar opens in St Petersburg tonight. Marta is 
watching the kids...] thought it would be nice for you and 
Arta to come. Celebrate her arrival and your mating. By the 
sound of things it might be the last chance we get fora 
while. And if any of Baranovsky’s goons are lurking it shows 
a clear message that we’re not scared of him.” 

| stare at Alek, wondering how he has known me as long as 
he has and thinks for one minute that going to a cocktail bar 
is something I’d ever do unless strictly necessary. I’m about 
to say exactly that when | look at Arta and see how excited 
she looks. | sigh. 


“You want to go don’t you?” 


“Well, | suppose | don’t have anything to wear,” she says but 
| hear the disappointment in her voice. 

“You can borrow something of mine,” Callie says. “We're 
about the same size.” 

Arta looks at me expectantly. | growl, knowing I don’t have it 
in me to say no to her. 

“Okay,” I say, trying to summon some enthusiasm. | feel 
Slightly mollified at the excitement in Arta’s eyes. It will do 
us all good, | suppose, to have some fun before chaos is 


possibly unleashed. Although for me, this sounds anything 
but, maybe it will be different with Arta by my side. 

While she goes off with Callie to look at clothes, | phone 
Baranovsky, struggling to keep my temper at the sound of 
his oily voice. 

“We need to arrange a meet,” | say. “We have been thinking 
about your...proposition and we have an answer for you.” 
“Very good Mr Sabitov,” he purrs, sounding smug. 
“Tomorrow? Twelve o'clock? At my office?” 

“Perfect.” | put the phone down and look at Andrei. 

“Find out what you can,” | say. 

“I'll make arrangements for Callie, Una and the kids to fly 
out tomorrow morning,” Alek says and then the screen goes 
blank. 

Without speaking, | walk through the house and out of the 
back door towards the forest. If I’m going to spend the 
evening socializing, | need to get a run out of my system 
first. 


CHAPTER 14 


Arta 


| stare at myself in the mirror, amazed at my own reflection. 
Admiring myself feels frivolous with everything that’s going 
on but there’s no denying | look good. It’s been a long time 
since I’ve gotten dressed up and gone out socializing and 
the thought of doing it on Mikhail’s arm sends a thrill 
through me. Like I’m announcing to the world that he’s 
mine. 


I’m wearing a little black dress of Callie’s and it’s simple but 
effective. It hugs every curve and makes my waist look tiny. 

She has curled my hair and done something with eyeshadow 
and highlighter that has made my eyes look sultry and sexy. 
“Do you think Mikhail will like it?” | ask. Callie grins at me. 


“If he doesn’t then he has even more issues than | thought,” 
she says wryly and | can’t help but laugh. Feeling suddenly 
overwhelmed | gave her a hug. 


“Watch your makeup,” she fusses but she squeezes me 
tightly back. As we break apart | see the anxiety in her eyes. 
In the early hours she’s going back to the States with Tomek 
and Una and although part of me is both envious and glad 
that they will all be out of harm’s way, | also can’t imagine 
leaving the man | love at a time like this. 


“It’s going to be okay,” | tell her with more confidence than | 
feel. She nods. 


“| hope so.” 


We look at each other for a minute, then her face clears and 
she claps her hands together. 


“Right,” she says, “let’s go down and wow them.” 


We walk down the stairs and into the lounge where Mikhail 
and Andrei are waiting, having gone out for a run before 
coming back and getting changed. | know Mikhail is coiled 
up like a spring and I’m hoping shifting has gotten some of it 
out of his system, at least until tomorrow. 

| walk into the room, feeling nervous. Mikhail looks up and | 
see his eyes widen as he looks me up and down, then he 
makes a low growling noise under his breath and | know | 
have his approval. 


“Do you like it?” | ask, twirling round on the spot. He stands 
and comes over to me, leaning down and nibbling on my 
neck, standing close enough that | can feel he is already 
hard. He likes it. 


“You look,” he growls into my ear, “completely and utterly 
fuckable.” 


| bite my lip and go to reply but then hear Andrei and Callie 
coming into the room behind us and decide to leave it until 
later. l'm looking forward to my first night in Mikhail’s actual 
bed at his home. My home too now, | realise with a shudder 
of anticipation. 


“Are you two ready? | told Alek and Una we would meet 
them there?” Andrei says, his arm around Callie. We look for 
all the world like two regular couples going out on a double 
date. | slip my arm through Mikhail’s as we walk out, feeling 
Slightly giddy. 

No one mentions Baranovsky or the meeting tomorrow. It’s 
as though there is an unspoken agreement that for one 
night at least we will have fun. | almost feel bad knowing 
that the others will be separated tomorrow while | will still be 
here, with Mikhail. It hasn’t even occurred to me to go back 
to the States with them, even though I’m scared of what 
could happen. Unlike Callie and Una I have no children to 
keep safe, and there is nowhere safe enough that it would 
make me want to leave Mikhail now that I’ve found him. 


Already | can feel how we’ve become bonded, and | wonder 
about the power | felt flow through me at the mating 
ceremony. Perhaps Andrei is right and there is magic in our 
blood, beyond what shows up under the microscope. After 
all, extra genes or not, shape shifting should still be 
physically impossible. | lean into Mikhail in the car, laying 
my head on his shoulder. 


Alek’s bar is already open when we get there and | hear the 
low thump of music. Mikhail holds the car door open for me, 
his eyes lingering on my legs as | step out and straighten my 
Skirt. Two guys stop and look me up and down in 
appreciation, then quickly look away as Mikhail turns and 
glares at them with his lips curled in a snarl. He puts his arm 
around me protectively as we walk in. 


“If men keep looking at you like that all night it’s going to 
drive me crazy,” he murmurs into my ear. 


“Just try not to throw anyone around,” | whisper back, 
thinking of Berkow. He shrugs. 


“As long as they keep their eyes to themselves there'll be no 
throwing, | promise,” he says seriously. | stifle a smile. 
Honestly the touch of jealousy arouses me knowing that he 
truly thinks of me as his, and himself as mine in turn makes 
my stomach fizz with anticipation. | can’t quite believe I’m 
walking into a club on the arm of the hottest man I’ve ever 
known, and he’s all mine. 


For amoment the world of the Clan and bratva is a million 
miles away and I’m just a young woman out with her 
boyfriend. Her incredibly sexy boyfriend. It’s a nice feeling. 


The music is loud and pumping. Everyone looks over as we 
walk in and | see the way people nod with respect. The bar is 
heaving, but the crowd moves apart almost instinctively, 
clearing a path straight to the bar. In spite of myself | smile, 
enjoying the special treatment. It’s a far cry from being 
jostled and groped in the bars back in the States. For the 


first time | realize the power that Mikhail and the others 
have in the world...and that’s without anyone even knowing 
they are shifters. 


The bartender nods deferentially and takes our orders. Next 
to us a trio of young women look Mikhail up and down with 
undisguised interest, making me bristle with indignation. He 
doesn’t even notice. His eyes are on me. Feeling smug | 
meet the eyes of one of the women and allow myself a small 
smile of triumph, moving closer to Mikhail in a clear case of 
He’s mine. The woman blushes and looks away. 

After ordering our drinks Alek finds us and takes us into the 
VIP Lounge, which is unbearably chic. We’re on a balcony 
overlooking the dance floor with crystal chandeliers, a mirror 
as a wall and luxurious cream leather couches. We even 
have our own waiter, who brings our drinks over in cut 
crystal glasses. My father was plenty well off, but quite 
frugal in his spending habits. | feel like a celebrity, and | 
can’t deny it’s quite fun. 

There’s a small private dance floor too and as | watch Callie 
and Una drag their husbands up to dance with them | turn to 
Mikhail with eager eyes. He shakes his head. 


“No. Absolutely not.” 

| give him my best puppy dog eyes. 
“Please?” 

He strokes my leg. 


“You're too hard to resist,” he says softly, “but | don’t 
dance.” 

“You don’t dance or you just never have?” | ask. Being both 
bratva and bear probably hasn’t left him much time for 
dancing, and as he looks down | see a flash of 
embarrassment in his eyes. Seeing him suddenly vulnerable 
makes my heart ache. | slip my hand into his. 


“So far,” I say, “it’s been you teaching me new things. Come 
and dance with me...we don’t Know what’s going to happen 


tomorrow.” 


That seems to convince him. He nods, albeit reluctantly, and 
lets me lead him onto the dance floor. A sensual R’n’B 
number that | recognise has started to play, and as Mikhail 
puts his arms around my waist somewhat awkwardly | press 
my body into his, winding my arms around his neck. I’m not 
a huge dancer myself but I’ve done a little clubbing at 
university. | move my hips in a winding motion against him 
and see his eyes darken with desire. 

“That’s sexy,” he growls, gripping my hips. 

“Move with me,” | say. He starts to grind with me. Whether 
he knows it or not, he’s got natural rhythm. We move 
together, eyes locked on each other, and | feel a slow burn 
where our bodies touch. His hand at the small of my back 
traces slow circles there while the other one moves down to 
cup my ass, squeezing softly. The music slows and | lay my 
head against his chest, breathing him in. He leans in and 
whispers in my ear. 


“Let’s go home.” 
“Already?” | laugh. “We just got here.” 
“| need you,” he growls. | nod, feeling my own need growing. 


We say goodbye to the others and | feel emotional as | hug 
Callie and Una. I’ve only just met these people, yet they’re 
part of my family and | don’t know when | will see them 
again. | try not to think about ‘if’. 


On the way home Mikhail drives fast without taking his hand 
off my knee. I’m almost holding my breath in anticipation of 
our second night together, in what is now my new home. 
Once in the house we go into the lounge and | sit down 
while he pours drinks and then comes to sit beside me, his 
eyes raking over my body as he drains his glass in one gulp. 
| try to do the same with mine and gasp as the fiery liquid 
hits my throat. He takes the glass from me, chuckling. 


“You need to get used to Russian vodka,” he says. 


| open my mouth to respond but he leans forward to kiss me 
and | respond hungrily. He hasn’t shaved and | like the soft 
scratch of his stubble on my skin. Our kiss becomes harder 
and more passionate as he slides a hand into my hair and 
grips the base of my neck, tugging softly as we kiss. | let out 
a small moan, unable to stop myself, as his hand moves from 
my waist to my breasts. | feel my nipples harden instantly, 
aching for his touch. 


“| want to taste you,” he groans. “I’ve been thinking about it 
all goddamn night.” 

| inhale sharply, feeling a throb in my clit at the thought of 
his mouth there. 

“Yes,” | reply, opening my legs just slightly as his hand 
moves down to the edge of my dress. His fingers trace 
circles on my thigh, moving upwards until they brush the 
lace crotch of my panties. I’m already wet and aching for 
him as he circles my clit through the thin material. | feel my 
breath coming hot and heavy now and as I feel him tug at 
the edge of my panties | lift my hips so he can slide them 
down, and then kick them off along with my shoes. He lets 
out a growl as he kisses my neck and cleavage and slips a 
finger inside me. | feel myself tighten around him, wanting 
more and he adds another, stretching my pussy slightly, 
making me ready. | want him so bad | can hardly think 
straight and when he slides to his knees so he’s in between 
my legs and pushes my dress up over my hips I gasp with 
pure need. 


“Do you want me to make you cum sweetheart?” he asks, his 
eyes dark with desire. | nod, feeling myself blush. 


He starts to kiss along my thighs, agonizingly slowly, until 
he reaches my pussy. He uses his thumb to circle my clit 
while he kisses and nuzzles my lips and | feel myself 
growing even wetter, my pussy clenching in anticipation. 


“You taste and smell amazing,” he murmurs. I lie back 
against the cushions, burying a hands in his hair and 
abandoning myself to the moment. He begins to lap at my 
clit with his tongue and | whimper with longing, bucking my 
hips towards him. He makes his movements a little stronger, 
pushing his fingers inside me and picking up the pace while 
| rock my hips against him. Any coherent thought is beyond 
me now, | can feel every nerve ending pulsing with need as | 
feel my orgasm building and hear myself moaning. | lightly 
tug at his hair, silently asking for more. 


When | peak it releases in wave after wave of pleasure 
shattering over me and | hear myself scream as if from a 
long way away as | feel a rush of wetness between my legs. 
He grips my thighs, burying his head even further between 
my legs as if to soak himself in my juices. 

When my orgasm finally subsides | lie back panting on the 
sofa. He kneels between my thighs, grinning at me wickedly. 
“That was amazing. Feel how hard you’ve made me.” He 
guides my hand towards his erection, pushing against the 
fabric of his jeans. 

He pulls me towards him, kissing me long and deep. The 
scent and taste of my own desire on his lips is strangely 
arousing. 

“Let’s go upstairs,” he whispers. 

“Yes,” | say, feeling my pussy tighten again at the thought of 
what | know is to come next. 


CHAPTER 15 


Mikhail 


| lead Arta upstairs to my room, hardly able to contain my 
excitement. My cock is throbbing urgently and | just want to 
bury myself inside her as soon as possible. Lying there with 
her legs open for me, screaming my name as she orgasms. | 
have never been so turned on in my life. My cock is wet at 
the tip, aching to be inside her tight little pussy. 


| would be quite happy to eat her pussy every day for the 
rest of my life. 

We reach the top of the stairs and she hesitates, looking at 
me. Her cheeks are still flushed from her orgasm and her 
hair tumbles all around her shoulders. She looks stunning. 


“Which way?” she asks and | remember this will be the first 
night we have slept together in my house. Our house. 


| grin and spontaneously pick her up and put her over my 
shoulder, giving her round, full ass a slap. She half laughs 
and half squeals as | carry her into the bedroom. 


| give her ass another slap as | set her down on the floor and 
then kiss her lightly, reaching around for her zip and sliding 
it slowly down her back. She steps out of her dress as | 
unclasp her bra and let it fall to the ground. 


As | step back to look at her she gazes back at me without 
shame while I drink her in from head to toe. Naked, she is 

even more beautiful than | first imagined, with those pert 

breasts just begging to be kissed, her tiny waist and those 
luscious thighs. 


Unable to hold back any more I give a groan and pull her 
towards me, kissing her roughly, then break away to 


unbutton my shirt and unbuckle my jeans. She runs her 
hands over my chest and | moan at her touch. 


l'm so desperate to be inside her again now that I can barely 
get a word out. 


| lead her towards the bed and lay her down before kicking 
off my jeans and kneeling in between her thighs. She gazes 
up at me, reaching for my cock and stroking it with her 
slender fingers. | groan loudly at her touch. 


“| need to be inside you,” | say, unable to hold back any 
more. | lie over her and slide myself slowly into her pussy, 
inch by inch as she moans and writhes underneath me. She 
is soft, tight and wet around my cock and | groan out her 
name as | finally thrust fully inside her. 


| start to move, slowly at first then picking up the pace as 
she wraps her legs around my back. The velvety walls of her 
pussy tighten around my cock as | thrust inside her, milking 
me. Sex has never felt so good. | kiss her face and neck, 
palming those perfect breasts with my hands, then | grip her 
hips and roll over, taking her with me so she’s straddling me. 


“| want to watch you,” | moan. “I want to watch you fuck 
me.” 


She begins to move on my cock, rocking her hips backwards 
and forwards, taking her own pleasure from me. She tips her 
head back and arches her back towards me so that her tits 
sway temptingly in my face. | grab them and squeeze them 
together, lifting my head to lick and suck at her nipples. She 
starts to move faster and | know I’m going to cum soon. 
Wanting her to cum again | reach for her clit, stroking her 
expertly as she moves. | feel her pussy clench around me 
and a gush of wetness in response and | know she is close. 


“Cum for me Arta,” | beg. “Cum all over my cock.” 


She lets out a little scream at my words and bucks her hips 
and as | feel her begin to orgasm again it tips me over the 
edge too. | thrust up into her, grabbing her hips and 


groaning loudly as | feel my cock pulsing inside her and my 
seed spill out into her as pleasure runs through my body. | 
have never cum so intensely and as the aftershocks begin to 
subside | collapse back onto the pillows completely spent. 
Arta rolls off me, panting and I hold out an arm, gathering 
her into my body. She lays her head on my chest and | kiss 
the top of it, breathing in the scent of her hair. 


“That was incredible,” | say. 


“| know. I’ve never had such an intense orgasm,” she 
giggles. | put both arms around her, hugging her tight. My 
woman. 


“| love you,” | murmured into her hair before | even know the 
words are out of my mouth, but as soon as | say it | know it 
to be true. 


“| love you too,” she says, looking up at me with her eyes 
shining. | stare into the dark, a smile playing at the corner of 
my lips. /’m in love. | can’t quite believe it. | have always 
thought of romantic love as some kind of weakness, and ina 
way | do feel weak, helpless to do anything to stop or control 
the way | feel about her and the strength of my emotions. 
But conversely it’s a weakness that also makes me feel 
strong. For the first time in my life | have something other 
than the Clan to live for and even in the face of the threat 
currently hanging over us, | have never felt so alive. Even in 
bear form | do not feel this alertness of sensation that | feel 
around Arta. I’m tuned into her on every level, acutely aware 
of every move and action she makes. Whatever Jan was up 
to by sending her here, | have no doubt that us coming 
together is, on some undeniable level, meant to be. She is 
my soulmate, and as we lie here together the fact that she is 
mine and she is in my arms seems to signify that regardless 
of what is going on with the bratva, there is something 
deeply right about the world. 


Then everything goes wrong. 


CHAPTER 16 


Arta 


He loves me. 


| stare into the darkness, feeling the pulse of his heart beat 
underneath my head as | lie across his strong chest, and | 
can’t seem to wipe the grin from my face. He loves me. 
Okay, so the whole mating ceremony made the seriousness 
of our relationship pretty much a done deal, but | wasn’t 
expecting to hear those three little words any time soon. If 
ever. Mikhail is clearly not the mushy kind. And yet, here we 
are. 

The impending showdown with Baranovsky seems a million 
miles away. In fact, life in general over the last three days 
has become completely surreal. Suddenly I’m a member of a 
Clan of shapeshifters - and | would never have believed it if | 
hadn't seen it with my own eyes - and the life partner of the 
head of that Clan, who just happens to be a bratva hit man 
to boot. It’s like stepping into the Twilight Zone. 

And just when I think things couldn’t get any more crazy, 
that’s exactly what happens. 

| suddenly feel Mikhail stiffen and he lifts his head, alert, 
almost as though he’s sniffing the air. 

“What is it?” | ask, my own senses tingling. Danger. 
“Something isn’t right,” he says, his voice tense. He swings 
his legs over the bed and sits up, and then his phone rings. | 
assume it will be Andrei with news about the informant he is 
waiting to hear from, but Mikhail frowns as he looks at the 
screen. 


“| don’t know the number,” he says as he puts it to his ear. 
I’m close enough to hear the voice, low and muffled but 
urgent. A warning. 


“Get out of your house,” it says. 
“Who is this?” Mikhail demands. 
“Just get out. You and your woman are in danger.” 


“What the fuck do you know about my woman?” Mikhail 
Snarls, but is answered only by the dial tone. 


There is a bang from downstairs and Mikhail jumps up. 


“Stay here,” he orders, then adds, “There is a gun in my 
nightstand. Get it out.” Then he runs out of the room. | sit 
staring after him for a moment, frozen in fear, until self- 
preservation kicks in and | do as he says and reach for the 
nightstand. The gun is heavy and cool in my palm. I’ve seen 
guns before. My father had three, something | better 
understand now, but | have never handled one. | test its 
weight in my hand, click off the safety, and then click it 
back on again. | get up, and quickly pull on my clothes from 
my suitcase Mikhail brought in earlier, which is pretty 
awkward with a gun in one hand, and then sit on the end of 
the bed, wondering what to do. | go to the bedroom door to 
see if | can hear anything. 


“Mikhail?” | call tentatively, but there is no reply. 


Then | smell smoke. Something is on fire. | creep out of the 
bedroom door and as I do so I jump in shock as | hear 
another bang. The smell of smoke gets stronger and | can 
see tendrils coming up the stairs. 

Someone has set the house on fire. 


“Mikhail!” | scream now, running down the stairs. | stop near 
the bottom, coughing on thick, acrid smoke. | wrap my 
sweater around the bottom of my face, click the safety off 
the gun and try to make my way through the smoke. | can 
see flames now and in horror | realize they are coming from 
both the front and back doors. That accounts for the bangs. | 


freeze, feeling panic set in and trying desperately to will 
myself to be calm but | know I have mere moments. We 
might heal quickly under some circumstances but | don’t 
fancy trying my chances with fire. I’m pretty sure bears burn 
as much as anyone. 

Where is Mikhail? 

Holding the gun in front of me with one hand and my 
sweater over my mouth and nose with the other | run into 
the kitchen, remembering the large windows in there. The 
flames crackle behind me. | need to shut the door, | think, 
trying to remember what | know about house fires. But what 
if I’m shutting Mikhail out there? | dither for a minute, and 
then see the flames roaring up the hall. The banister to the 
stairs creaks and splits, part of it falling into the flames and 
feeding the inferno. The smoke is thick and black now. 
Mikhail must have run outside, I think. | hope. 


Then | see him at the window, wrenching at the window 
frame. Coming back for me. | run over to the glass and he 
sees me. | see the relief in his face as | throw the window 
open and climb onto the counter and he pulls me through 
the gap just as | hear the door give way behind me. The 
blast throws me out and I land on top of him on the grass 
outside. The gun is between us, pointing into his stomach. 


“Stay still,” he orders, reaching carefully between our 
bodies. He’s still naked. | hear the safety go on and breathe 
a sigh of relief. He sits up, grabbing my face in his hands. His 
eyes are full of a mixture of relief and anguish. 

“| thought I’d lost you,” he murmurs, kissing me feverishly. | 
kiss him back. He smells of smoke and...something else, 
something metallic and tangy. 


Blood. 


“Are you hurt?” | pull back and look him over in horror. 
There’s blood on his chest. 


“It’s not mine,” he says quickly. Feeling squeamish now | 
wriggle away from him, feeling dizzy. | think, finally, the 
shock of it all is starting to hit me. | feel slightly 
disembodied and nauseous as | stare at him. 


“What happened?” | ask, and my voice sounds as if it’s 
coming from somewhere far away. 

“Someone set fire to the back door. | ran out and caught 
him.” 

“Did you kill him?” 

“Yes.” 

That explains the blood. 


“Then I heard the front of the house go,” he says, shaking 
his head as he remembers. “My first thought was you had no 
way to get out. | tried to get in but it went too quickly, so | 
ran to the window. | thought you were still upstairs. 
Trapped.” | hear the horror in his voice and it brings me back 
down to earth. | put my arms around him, no longer caring 
about the blood. 


“I'm here,” | say. “I’m safe.” 

He buries his face in my hair and inhales deeply as though 
reassuring himself of the fact I’m still in one piece. 

“Did you see who did the front door?” 

Mikhail shakes his head. 


“| was too busy thinking about you. But it doesn’t 
matter...we know who was behind it.” His eyes darken with a 
cold rage and | shudder. 

“Baranovsky. But why? You’re meeting him tomorrow?” 

“A show of power. And perhaps hoping he would actually 
take me out...thinking the others might be easier to control 
without me. He should know better.” 

“What do we do now?” | turn around and look at the house 
to see flames are dancing at every window now. I think 
about the beautiful rooms, all the old books in the library, 


and blink back tears. It was going to be our home together. 
It was Mikhail’s home and my father’s once too. We sit in 
silence together for a moment, watching it burn. Then 
Mikhail gets up and helps me to my feet. 

“There’s a phone in the car. l'Il call the fire department and 
then we'll drive back to Andrei.” 

| nod glad there is some kind of plan. He sounds calmer but 
I’m not fooled...the gleam of rage still smoulders in his eyes 
and | wouldn’t want to be Baranovsky when Mikhail gets his 
hands on him. 


As we get within a few yards of the car he drops my hand. 
“Wait here while | check it. Don’t come near.” 
“What are you checking it for?” | ask naively. 


“Bombs,” he says matter-of-factly. | hold my breath as 
Mikhail goes to the car and opens it, gets in and turns the 
engine on. Only when he waves me over, satisfied it isn’t 
booby trapped, do I let myself exhale and walk over to the 
car while he calls the fire department. We drive off, the 
house still burning behind us, the flames flickering in the 
rearview mirror. Mikhail doesn’t look back. 


“You're still naked,” | realize. Mikhail looks down at himself 
with a frown. 


“Oh yeah,” he says, “I hadn’t noticed.” 
We continue driving to Andrei’s in silence. 


CHAPTER 17 


Mikhail 


| have never felt so angry. The only thing that could appease 
me right now is killing Baranovsky slowly with my bare 
hands. The fear that gripped me when | realized Arta was 
trapped in a burning house is a feeling | never want to feel 
again. 

| killed the first fire starter before | had a chance to question 
him, my rage got the better of me. Now that rage is as hot as 
the house we have just driven away from, but it has 
crystallised into a white hot ember lodged somewhere inside 
my chest. | look over at Arta and inhale, the sight of her 
soothing me slightly as | reassure myself she is safe. 

For now. | should have put her on a plane with Callie and 
Una. | glance at the clock. It is nearly dawn, the sky dark but 
with a faint rosy glow in the distance. The flight was at 4AM, 
which means Andrei will be at the airport. Perhaps there is 
time to get Arta there. | look over at her and she meets my 
eyes and seems to know exactly what I’m thinking. 

“I’m not going,” she says. 

“It isn’t safe here,” | protest. 

“It never was. | won’t get on the plane Mikhail. I’ve only just 
found you, I’m not running away now. Besides, you might 
need me. | want to run some more tests...there is still so 
much we don’t know about ourselves.” 


| look at her with admiration, feeling a rush of love. She is 
more than just beautiful...she is brave and intelligent too. | 
feel incredibly proud of her at the same time as being 
frustrated that she won’t listen to me. 


“You're infuriating,” | tell her. She grins. 


“Dad used to say that too when | wouldn’t do what he 
wanted.” 


| chuckle at that. 


“You are your father’s daughter, for sure. He was just as 
stubborn.” 


She is quiet at the mention of her father and | remember her 
loss has been so recent the wound must still be fresh. 


“He would be proud of you,” | tell her gently. 
“I know,” she says quietly, staring out of the window. 


The sun continues to rise and we arrive at Andrei’s in the 
half light. His car is in the drive and | wonder if Callie has 
changed her mind. He answers the door still in the clothes 
he wore to the nightclub, having clearly not been too bed. 
He stares at me, his nostrils flaring. 


“Mikhail,” he says slowly, “you do know you’re naked and 
covered in blood?” 

“Baranovsky set my house on fire,” | say by way of 
explanation. Without another word he opens the door and 
we go inside, Arta’s hand in mine. Her face is pinched and 
white and for all her bravery | know the shock must be 
getting to her. As we follow Andrei into the dining room | nod 
towards the drink stand. 


“Get Arta a vodka,” | say. She starts to protest. “A double,” | 
insist. Andrei nods, pours it and hands it to her. She 
hesitates, and then knocks it back in one gulp, grimacing at 
the taste. 


“Better?” | ask. Her cheeks go slightly pink. 
“Yes,” she says, sounding surprised. 

We sit down and Andrei continues to stare. 
“What happened?” he says. 


| tell him the story of the fire, feeling the rage ignite again 
inside me, causing my skin to ripple and my bear canines to 


start pushing against my gums. Overwhelming sensations, 
anger in particular, can force a shift. Usually | can control it, 
but it’s taking everything I have right now not to go straight 
to Baranovsky and tear him apart. 

Andrei whistles lightly between his teeth. 

“We've underestimated him,” he says and I nod. 

“Why aren’t you at the airport?” | say. 

“We thought it best one of us stay behind, and I’m waiting 
on a Call, so it was Alek who took them. | had time to say 
goodbye to Callie and Tomek.” | see grief flash through his 
eyes and for the first time | understand. Although part of me 
wants Arta on that plane so that | know she is safely out of 
harm’s way, | also know | couldn’t bear to be parted from 
her. 


“They'll be back,” | tell him. “Sooner than you think. 
Baranovsky just signed his death warrant.” 

“That may be, but we don’t know what the fall out will be,” 
he says bleakly. 


“What call are you waiting for?” | ask, remembering his 
words. He opens his mouth to tell me but before he can 
speak the doorbell rings. We are both immediately on high 
alert and next to me I sense Arta stiffen too. 


Andrei walks out of the room. When he comes back in, he’s 
followed by a man | recognise. 


Viktor. 

| jump to my feet, a snarl on my lips. Viktor looks terrified. 
“You were at my house?” 

He shakes his head quickly. 

“No. But it was me that warned you.” 

Of course. In the ensuing panic | had forgotten all about the 
warning phone call. 

“But you knew what was going to happen?” | advance on 
him, ready to take my rage out on him. He stands his ground 


although he’s gone as white as a sheet. | vaguely remember 
I’m naked and still smeared with blood. 


Then Arta’s voice stills me. 


“How about we go and get cleaned up while this man tells 
Andrei what he’s doing here? Then we can all get our heads 
together.” | look at her, not sure whether to be annoyed at 
her cutting in or placated by her soothing tone. The latter 
wins out. | can’t be angry with her. The fact that she already 
seems to know exactly how to handle me even at my worst 
doesn’t escape me. 


“Use my bedroom, there’s a shower in there and clothes,” 
Andrei says. | take Arta upstairs into his bedroom. 


“Sorry,” she apologises as we head up the stairs. “But | 
thought you might need a minute. You looked like you were 
going to kill him.” 

“| was,” | say shortly. “But you’re right. Whatever he’s doing 
here it must be important. I’ve seen him before.” | fill her in 
briefly. She nods thoughtfully. 


In Andrei’s room I walk into the en-suite and turn the shower 
on, getting in and allowing the hot water to wash me clean. | 
can see Arta through the door, sitting on the end of the bed. 
| creak open the shower door and motion for her to come 
here. She walks over slowly and | watch her every 
movement, taking in every inch of her. Emotion washes over 
me as | realise how close | came to losing her. 


“Get in with me,” | say. 


Without taking her eyes off me she starts to slowly take off 
her clothes, first pulling her sweater over her head and 
unclipping her bra so those gorgeous full tits swing free. My 
mouth goes dry at the sight of them and I’m hard instantly. 
Then she kicks her shoes off and slides her jeans down and 
off her ankles. Looking at me with lidded eyes, her lips full 
and half-parted, flushed with desire, she slowly slides her 
panties over her hips, revealing her pussy to me. 


“Get in here,” | growl. As she steps in I shut the glass door 
behind her and pull her roughly into me, cupping her ass 
with one hand. | kiss her roughly. She tastes of smoke and 
l'm reminded of how close we came to disaster. | deepen the 
kiss as though to remind myself that she’s still here. Still 
mine. 

She moans, and | push her back against the shower wall, 
lifting her up with one hand. She wraps her legs around my 
back, pushing my groin into hers. Her need is as urgent as 
mine. 

| slip a hand between us and side a finger into her pussy to 
find she is already wet. Her inner walls clench around me, 
pulling mein, and | remove my finger and replace it with my 
cock. 


We fuck more urgently that we have before, or lust driven 
perhaps by our close brush with death. Her nails scratch at 
my back and she moans into my ear as I slide in and out of 
her while the hot water rains down on my back. | need this 
woman. | want to spill my seed inside her while she moans 
my name into my ear and her pussy orgasms, gushing all 
over my cock. 

The thought brings me closer to the edge and | pound into 
her more roughly, driven on by her urging. 

“Yes. Harder,” she moans urgently into my ear, her wanton 
desire only turning me on all the more. As she lets out a 
small scream and | feel her tighten around me as she peaks, 
| let go. Letting go of the rage and tension and fear and spill 
myself inside her, filling her up, while | bury my face in her 
neck and growl, shuddering against her until I’m spent. 

We stay in that position for a few moments, our breathing 
ragged, before | lift my head and kiss her tenderly. 


“| love you,” | say, surprised at how easily the words come 
now that they have been said since the first time. She gazes 


at me and brings a hand to my cheek and | turn my face and 
nip at her palm. 


“| love you too Mikhail,” she says seriously. 


Downstairs Viktor is seated nervously in the corner while 
Andrei sits opposite him, regarding him coolly. Andrei looks 
up as we walk in. 

“Better?” he asks. 


“Much,” | say, looking briefly at Arta, who gives me a 
demure smile. We sit down and | meet Andrei’s eye. He gives 
me a brief nod. 


“Viktor here has some interesting information for us,” he 
says, but both his expression and tone are grim. This isn’t 
going to be good news. 


“How did he know to come here?” 


“My informant tipped me off that Viktor had been making 
noises about Baranovsky’s...leadership methods. | asked to 
arrange a meet and was expecting a call, and then obviously 
Viktor showed up. Tell him what you told me,” he says to 
Viktor, who nods and looks at me. | can smell the fear on him 
but if | were human | doubt | would detect it. He is very good 
at appearing self-composed and when he speaks his words 
are measured and clipped. 


“| have been unhappy for a while, as have many of the 
bratva. Baranovsky is sadistic, cruel, and much worse for a 
bratva leader, he is sloppy. His own narcissism overpowers 
his intellect.” 

“Sounds like a fair assessment.” 

“But this...this is too much. I only found out yesterday and 
other than Sergei only a few of his inner circle are aware of 
this latest scheme. He seems to believe that you - his elite 
assassins - are some kind of superhuman?” He looks at me 


incredulously, as if he doesn’t believe it. Doesn’t want to 
believe it. Not yet knowing if we can trust him, | just shrug. 
“Go on,” | prompt, impatient to hear the rest. He takes a 
deep breath. 


“He has a sample of your DNA. Not a great deal - froma 
whiskey glass | believe.” 

| close my eyes briefly. Why was I not more careful? | feel 
Arta tense next to me. She knows better than any of us what 
this signifies. 

“And he’s taken it to the Kremlin.” | finish for him. I’m 
surprised when he shakes his head sombrely. 


“No. The last thing he would do is allow anyone else to take 
charge. No, he intends to...use it himself. To make 
himself...more. To create others like you who will be...more 
obedient.” 


| stare at him, wondering if this is some kind of joke or 
subterfuge | can’t work out. But there is no hint of a lie in his 
words. 


“Is he insane?” 
“In a word, | think so, yes.” 


| lean back on the couch, eyeing him keenly. He blanches 
under my appraisal but continues to hold my gaze. He 
impresses me. Could he replace Baranovsky, | wonder? 
“So this is why you chose to warn me about the fire?” 


“The fire was the last straw,” he says tensely. “He meant to 
kill you. Not only is that a naive action if you are what he 
Says you are, but it is also cowardly. | approve of neither. He 
is not honourable.” 


“And honour matters to you,” | say, remembering our first 
conversation days ago. Viktor is an old style of villain, one 
who has some semblance of moral code, albeit not one the 
average person would recognise. He has also taken a big risk 
by coming here. 


“Yes.” 

| turn and look at Arta. 

“You're the expert on this,” | say to her proudly. “Can this be 
done?” 

She shakes her head. 

“| don’t know the full extent of what could be done with our 
blood. | doubt it, but it isn’t going to stop him from trying. 
Experimenting...” she shudders as she contemplates the 
possibilities. So do l. 

“Viktor comes with us to the meet,” | say, thinking quickly. 
“Alek too. He knows we will be coming to kill him after the 
fire.” | wonder if he will even show up. “We need bodyguards 
for Arta.” 

“I’m coming with you,” she protests. 

“No,” | say in a voice that brooks no argument. “I’m not 
putting you in that kind of danger.” 

She nods, and then puts her hand in mine and strokes my 
palm. 

“This will end today,” | say, looking around the room. “| 
swear it.” 

| just hope it ends in the way we want. 


CHAPTER 18 


Mikhail 


As we drive to Arkhangelsk to confront Baranovsky | can feel 
my rage growing hotter the closer we get. Andrei and Alek 
make small talk, perhaps to distract themselves from the 
fact that they’ve just said goodbye to their wives and 
children for who knows how long. Although if Viktor is telling 
the truth this will be a shorter showdown than originally 
suspected. 


There is no doubt some of the tension has lifted after 
learning of Baranovsky’s madcap plans. This will certainly be 
easier to deal with than impending abduction by the 
Kremlin. But we can’t take anything for granted until today 
is over and Baranovsky is dead. 

And while the others may have relaxed slightly, I’m still 
furious about the fire. The fact that he would even attempt 
such a thing shows how little respect he has for the Clan and 
for our century old alliance with the bratva. He is jealous of 
our power, jealous enough to want to take what we have and 
it has made him sloppy. 


“Baranovsky is mine,” | growl to the others. | see Andrei and 
Alek exchange glances and nod in the rear view. They know 
the rules of the Clan. Baranovsky invaded my territory and 
burned down my home. Threatened my mate. For that he 
will die and it will be at my hands. 

And my hands are itching to do their job. 

We reach the luxury apartment block where he has his 
offices and I see the same blonde receptionist behind the 
desk. Her eyes go wide as she takes me in, Andrei, Alek and 
Viktor, who is impressively built for a human. Her eyelash 


fluttering goes into overdrive. We ignore her and she buzzes 
us up, looking dejected. 


In the elevator | crack my knuckles and shift my weight from 
side to side, feeling restless and impatient. | know | need to 
remain calm in case he has any tricks up his sleeve, but 
that’s a tall order right now. 


We are all armed, including myself. | have a small handgun 
tucked into my belt and a stiletto dagger in the lining of my 
jacket. | have no intention of using either - my teeth and 
claws are my weapon of choice. 


Two goons stand outside Baranovsky’s suite, holding 
machine guns. 


“Well, that’s subtle,” Alek says, eyeing the guns. One of the 
bodyguards, a bald man with an ugly scar down one side of 
his face, points a gun at him. Alek raises an eyebrow as 
though unconcerned, but | can tell he is as surprised as | am. 
We heal so quickly we are all but bulletproof, but machine 
guns could do a lot of damage. Baranovsky is prepared. 


“Tell him we're here,” | snap. The bald guy glares at me. 
“Name?” 

“He’s expecting us.” 

As the first guy goes into the office, the second guy jerks his 
gun towards Viktor. 


“He’s not expecting him,” he says, glaring at him. “Turned 
traitor, have you?” 


Viktor regards him coolly. 


“| serve Russia,” he says, “Not Baranovsky. And if you have 
heard anything about these man who accompany me, know 
that the truth is worse than anything you have heard. You 
should pick your side well.” 

The man swallows, unnerved at Viktor’s works and looks us 
up and down. Andrei gives him a smile that shows elongated 
canines and the man flinches in fright. 


“What the hell are you?” he whispers. “Vampires?” 


“Close,” | concede as the door swings open and we pass him 
to enter the room, “but less dead.” 


Inside | am surprised to see Baranovsky is alone other than 
the bald guy. | was expecting him to have half an army with 
him. There is no sign of Sergei, and | wonder if he has 
defected too. 


“People are deserting him,” Viktor murmurs behind me. 
“Many will be loyal to me.” 


| nod. This is good news. But it also means Baranovsky is 
now a desperate man. And desperate men who have 
overplayed their hand do stupid things. 


Baranovsky looks at Viktor and his face is a mask of cold 
rage as he realizes how badly he has been betrayed. 


“You,” he spits. “I knew | should have killed you the first time 
you dared challenge me.” 


Viktor just shrugs. His eyes are on Baldy, who has the 
machine gun trained on me. The second man hasn't entered 
the room behind us, seemingly scared off by Andrei’s teeth. 
The bratva are not so brave when confronted with things 
they do not understand. They are not used to not being the 
most frightening people in the room. 


“Someone set fire to my house last night,” | say blandly. 
Baranovsky hesitates, as if he isn’t sure whether or not to 
own up. Then he smiles in that oily way of his. 
“Apologies. It was meant to be a friendly warning only. My 
men went too far.” 

“Bullshit,” | say calmly. 


Baranovsky stares at me for a moment, and then nods 
Slowly. 

“So, you have found me outmanned. Betrayed. But | still 
have something you need. So, we will trade my life for your 
DNA.” 


“You have no bargaining tools,” | say dismissively. “You have 
overstepped the mark Baranovsky. You must know we are 
here to kill you.” 


Baldy raises the machine gun again and | look at him and 
snarl, allowing my canines to rip through my gums. Behind 
me Alek and Andrei follow suit. 

“Put your weapon down and leave,” | snarl at him. Baldy 
doesn’t hesitate. He puts the gun down and walks out of the 
office without looking back. 


“Coward!” Baranovsky screams after him. He has gone white 
and is visibly sweating. He pulls his gun out and waves it 
wildly. 

“If you kill me,” he says, “your DNA will go straight to the 
Kremlin.” 

| can’t tell if he’s bluffing or not, but | also know it makes no 
difference. | have to kill him and we will have to deal with 
the consequences. 


“Viktor told us what you intended to do with it,” | say. “You 
are insane.” 


“At least | am human,” Baranovsky snarls at me, his face a 
mask of hatred, “and not some kind of half animal freak.” 


I’ve had enough. | move towards him, ready to rip his throat 
out once and for all, but he beats me to it. Seeing me move 
and trying for one final victory at least, he puts the gun to 
his head and shoots himself. 

| watch the shock in his eyes before he slumps onto the desk 
and the gun clatters to the floor. 


“That went well,” Alek remarks. | stare at Baranovsky, 
swallowing down my rage. | feel cheated. It was almost too 
easy. 

We walk back out in silence. There’s no sign of either Baldy 
or his friend. Downstairs the receptionist is typing away, 
looking at me from under her eyelashes. 


“You might want to check upstairs,” | tell her. “There’s been 
an unfortunate incident.” 


Outside we shake hands with Viktor. 


“I'll be in touch soon,” | promise him. There is an unspoken 
agreement between us now - he will be the next leader of 
the bratva. I’m confident he will answer to the clan in a way 
Baranovsky regarded as beneath him. Which makes me, 
technically and behind the scenes, the new leader of the 
Northern Russian bratva. 


It’s not quite the outcome | was expecting, but it’s a lot 
better than how things could have gone down. 


There is one thing, however, that still niggles at me. 
Where is Sergei? 
| ask Viktor that very question, and he frowns. 


“| don’t know,” he says honestly. “He was the one who | 
would have expected to stay loyal to Baranovsky to the last 
- if only because he is as much of a maniac.” 


“Perhaps when he realized Baranovsky’s plans were falling 
apart, he didn’t want to risk getting on the wrong side of 
us,” Andrei suggests. “He was the only other one who knew 
the whole story right?” 

Viktor nods. 


“Yes, and unlike me he didn’t think it was totally insane. He 
was just as fascinated with what you are...and the idea of 
becoming like you.” Viktor shudders as though he can’t 
imagine anything worse. 

“Who has the DNA sample?” Andrei says quietly. | groan. If 
Sergei has gone off with our DNA as opposed to simply 
jumping ship, we are still in the same situation that we were 
in with Baranovsky. 

“We will look for him,” | say. “He’s on the run, and hunting is 
what we do. If you hear from him Viktor, get in touch 
straight away. Otherwise | will see you very soon.” 


We all shake hands with Viktor and go back to the car. A 
deflated feeling fills the atmosphere. It feels like an anti- 
climax...but it also feels unfinished. I’m not happy to just 
wait and hope that Sergei has just decided to bail. 
Annoyed with the silence, | switch on the radio. 
“Prominent researcher and genetic scientist Dr Berkow has 
been found brutally murdered in his laboratory at Moscow 
University,” the radio host says. | feel myself go cold. Alek 
whistles through his teeth as Andrei voices what we are all 
thinking. 

“Sergei.” 

“Why would he kill him?” 

“Information on us? He must have been in Baranovsky’s 
pocket as well...after all he would have needed a lab and a 
scientist if he was hoping to experiment with our blood,” 
Andrei suggests. 

“Then why kill him?” Alek wonders. 

| feel a chill go through me and know with a dead certainty 
what’s happening. 

“Because he’s found another scientist,” | say grimly. “He’s 
going after Arta.” 

My heart thumping as though it could burst through my 
chest, | hit the gas. 


CHAPTER 19 


Arta 


I’m pacing up and down, twisting my hands together and 
trying to stop myself from looking at the clock every two 
minutes. It feels as though Mikhail has been gone for hours, 
although it has been less than two at the most. | have no 
idea how long these things take. 


My heart beats a tattoo in my chest, too fast that it’s more of 
a flutter. | have to force myself to breathe slowly, but the 
panic keeps rising. Without him next to me the full force of 
what is happening hits me. | try to tell myself that it will be 
fine and Mikhail has everything in hand but no matter how 
firmly | reassure myself | can’t stop worrying. It’s not every 
day that your new boyfriend goes to confront the local 
Russian Mafia boss, who by all accounts sounds like even 
more of a psychopath than you would expect. 


| wish Callie and Una were still here. They are used to this 
life now, whereas to me it’s all startlingly new and almost 
surreal. 


It might be easier to relax if the two bodyguards Andrei had 
assigned to me were not so grim looking and silent. | wonder 
if they don’t speak English, but even when | try and speak to 
them in Russian, they just shrug or grunt at me and | give 
up. | guess they don’t get paid to talk. One of them has gone 
outside and is patrolling the grounds while the other one is 
sitting in the kitchen. Perhaps | should offer him more tea. 
Anything to give my hands something to do other than 
wring at each other in worry. 


The bodyguards are, I’m sure, just a formality but their 
presence isn’t helping my nerves. But there was no 


convincing Mikhail to leave me here on my own. “Just in 
case,” he said when | protested. After all, one house has 
already been torched. | think of Mikhail’s beautiful house 
which was also one of my last tangible links to my father 
and feel sad, as well as wondering where we are going to 
stay. It will need a lot of renovation work before it’s 
hospitable again. 


Already | don’t like being without Mikhail. It’s not purely that 
I’m worried he’s in danger... physically crave him. The last 
few days have been my initiation into both sexual desire and 
a fierce, almost primal feeling of love, and | have never felt 
as complete as | do when he’s inside me. Whatever happens 
now, | know it will all have been worth it as long as we're 
together. 


| can’t help it...I look at the clock again. It’s exactly one 
minute after the last time | looked. 

| go into Andrei’s kitchen and smile at the bodyguard. 
“Would you like some tea?” | ask. 

He stares at me. “ Net,” he snaps in Russian. | sigh. 

“Just being friendly,” | say. 

Then a loud bang makes me jump almost out of my skin. The 
bodyguard jumps up, pulls his gun and runs outside. Not 
knowing what else to do, | follow. 

He runs towards the back of the house and as | follow after 
him there’s a sudden repetitive loud noise that makes me 
instinctively cower back into the doorway of the hall, but not 
before | see the bodyguard fall to the floor twitching and | 
understand what the noise was. 

A machine gun. 

The back door is riddled with holes now and | see a dark 
haired man through it with a long scar down his face and 
thin, cruel lips. 


He’s coming in and | dash up the stairs, my pulse thudding 
in my ears. Not knowing what else to do! run into the 
bedroom that Mikhail got changed in earlier and into the en 
suite room where we made love in the shower just a few 
hours ago. | look around frantically for something 
resembling a weapon and grab a razor blade from the 
cabinet above the sink, before standing behind the door and 
cursing myself. Of all the stupid directions to run in I’ve 
trapped myself in the bathroom. If it wasn’t for the machine 
gun wielding maniac that is after me | could almost laugh at 
myself. 

Where the hell is Mikhail? Then another, more frightening 
thought hits me...Does this mean something has happened 
to him? 

| hear feet running up the stairs and freeze, my blood 
turning cold in my veins. My heart is hammering so loudly | 
wonder if the intruder doesn’t hear it. 

| hear the footsteps come closer down the landing and then 
closer still...into Andrei’s bedroom. He’s right outside. | hold 
my breath, praying he won't notice the en suite or think to 
check it. 

But of course he does. | tense as | hear his footsteps 
approaching, ready to strike. A razor blade isn’t much 
against a machine gun, but it’s all | have. 

The minute the door opens | leap at him, swiping wildly. He 
raises one arm, taking the swipe of the blade, and hits me 
with his gun with the other, sending me flying back into the 
sink. 

“Bleen,” he curses, looking down at where a thin line of 
blood drips from his arm. He shakes his head at me and | see 
something almost like admiration in his eyes. 

“Feisty one aren’t you?” he says, his grin wolfish. | glare at 
him as | straighten up, my ribs aching from where he 


smashed me into the sink. But | can’t help cowering as he 
points the gun at me. 

“I’m not going to hurt you...as long as you do as you are 
told. You’re coming with me.” 

Mustering every bit of courage | possess, and desperate to 
stall for time, | shake my head at him. 

“No.” 

He looks angry now. 

“It was not a request. Hurry up, or I will hurt you.” 

“You're Baranovsky,” | state, ignoring his request. He looks 
surprised and then laughs shortly. 

“No. Not quite. He is finished. | have no doubt your bear 
friends are picking over the leftovers as we speak.” 


“Then who are you?” | ask, confused. He smiles again. It’s 
the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen as the scar on his cheek 
twists one side of his mouth into a grimace, making him look 
even more evil. 

“The question is not who | am...it’s who you are,” he says. | 
frown at his words, trying to make sense of them. Is he 
referring to the fact that I’m Clan? 

“Berkow told me about you,” he continues and with a 
sinking stomach | understand exactly what he means. 

“He was working for Baranovsky the whole time,” | say dully. 
“We hadn’t yet told him what his assignment would be. | 
didn’t trust him or think his skills were up to scratch. Then 
he told me about you.” 


“Why would he do that?” | ask, genuinely confused. 

“He wanted you for a lab assistant...he wanted you as part 
payment.” 

| feel sick. 


“Don’t worry,” the scarred man says with a grin, “He’s dead. | 
don’t need two geneticists.” 


“I’m not helping you,” | retort, trying not to show my fear 
even though my whole body is trembling as | understand 
now what he wants. 


“Oh, you will,” he says with complete assurance. “You will 
find | can be...very persuasive.” 


He grins again and | have to stop myself from throwing up. 
Then his smile disappears and he jerks the butt of his gun 
towards the door. 


“Move,” he orders. “And if you try to run or scream, l'Il kill 
you.” 


| walk out of the bathroom feeling as though I’m moving 
through tar, my limbs heavy and wooden. If he had a normal 
gun | would take Mikhail’s word for it about the bullets and 
make a run for it, but I’m pretty sure | won’t survive a 
machine gun at close range. 


“How did you find me?” | ask, trying desperately to stall for 
time. | need a plan - or better yet for Mikhail and the others 
to return. 


“Informed guess. Mr Sabitovs house is destroyed and | 
doubted he would take you to the meet. | wasn’t expecting 
you to be alone...| have had to kill less people than | 
anticipated.” He sounds disappointed. 


He’s insane, | think. The thought of Callie, Una and the 
children being here brings a fresh wave of nausea. Thank 
God they got on that plane. If only | had gone with 
them...but | couldn’t bear to leave Mikhail. 


| walk down the stairs as slowly as | can get away with until | 
feel him push me in the back with the gun. 

“Hurry up,” he snaps, nudging me down the steps and 
towards the door. 

If Mikhail doesn’t get here within the next few minutes, it’s 
going to be too late. 


CHAPTER 20 


Mikhail 


| drive like a man possessed with my foot down hard on the 
gas and my heart in my throat. Alek and Andrei are silent 
and the atmosphere in the car is intense as | try to get back 
to Andrei’s house before Sergei turns up. We've left her with 
two of Andrei’s best security, but Sergei wasn’t Baranovsky’s 
second in command for nothing. She’s in danger. Again. For 
the second time in twenty-four hours I’m terrified | am about 
to lose her and feel demented with terror and impotent rage 
at the thought of him hurting her before | can get to her. If 
this is being in love, then no wonder people say it hurts. The 
thought of being without her is like someone ripping my 
heart out of my chest. | will tear apart all of Northern Russia 
to keep her safe. 


As | pull up the driveway towards Andrei’s house | see her 
come out of the door and my heart leaps in my chest. But 
then | see the terror in her face. As though in slow motion | 
see Sergei emerging behind her, a machine gun rammed 
into the small of her back, pushing her towards a car that’s a 
lot nearer to him than we are. 


He’s going to take her. 


With a bellow of rage | pound the gas and the car roars up 
the hill. | see the hope in Arta’s face, then the pain as he 
grabs her roughly and starts to put her inside the car. | hit 
the brakes and the car screeches to a halt that nearly sends 
Alek through the windscreen, though the fact barely 
registers. I’m out of the car and running before the engine 
has stopped. 


Sergei has her in the car and is starting his engine. Just as | 
reach him he pulls away, a look of triumph on his face. | hear 
the car move behind me, no doubt to attempt to cut Sergei 
off. 


| run and jump on Sergei’s hood, landing with a thud that 
will dent the car, and raise my fist to smash through the 
glass. | see his look of shocked, but then he pulls the car 
Sharply to one side and knocks me off. As | stumble | see the 
sudden motion has knocked Arta’s head against the inside 
of the door. 

The rage builds in me, hot and quick, and | let it erupt into 
an instant shift, the anger becoming energy that ripples up 
and down my skin. In bear form | race after the car while 
Alek and Andrei attempt to come up around the other side of 
him. But there’s no need. In bear form over short distances 
at least | am faster than any car. | catch up and run 
alongside, smashing into him so the car skids across the 
road. | hear Arta scream and through the haze of my anger 
and bear instincts | know | can’t run the car off the road 
without risking hurting her too. 


Instead | jump on the car again and with every ounce of my 
considerable strength | rip off the hood of the car and smash 
the engine. | hear Sergei bellow with rage. 


Then | hear the unmistakable sound of a machine gun. Red 
haze mists in front of my eyes. | raise a paw and smash it 
through the window, breaking Sergei’s neck in one blow. | 
feel warmth all down my front and hear Arta screaming, and 
| Know this isn’t good. 


Then everything goes black. 


CHAPTER 21 


Arta 


| stare at Mikhail, watching the rise and fall of his chest, and 
for the umpteenth time in the last two days, thank God he’s 
alive. The wounds to his chest and stomach are fading fast, 
though | find it hard to believe there will be no scars at all. 
Watching the speed with which he has healed has been truly 
extraordinary. Our blood really is magic. 

| just wish he would wake up. 

Andrei and Alek have told me it’s probably a healing sleep 
and he will wake up soon, but | can tell they don’t really 
know. | doubt any of us has ever been hurt this badly and 
survived. 

| look at his devastatingly handsome face, which looks 
younger and softer in sleep, and feel overwhelmed by love 
for him. | lean over and gently brush his lips with mine. 

His eyelids flicker. | kiss him harder and his eyes open. He 
blinks, disorientated and | sit back and take his hand. 
“Hey,” | say softly. “Welcome back.” 

He smiles at me and tries to sit up but groans in pain and 
lies back down. 

“That hurts,” he says. 

“I'm really not surprised,” | say. “You were blasted with a 
machine gun.” 

He nods, remembering. 

“Sergei’s dead?” 

“Yes,” | say. “You saved me. Again.” 

He smiles weakly. 


“You're going to be the literal death of me Arta. You need to 
stop putting yourself in danger.” 

| laugh at that. “You’re making jokes now?” | tease. “It seems 
the sleep has improved your mood at least.” 

| stroke his hand as he stares at me, his eyes full of emotion. 
Then he looks around the room. 

“Where is everyone?” 

“Andrei is downstairs in his office. Alek’s at one of his bars. 
Callie and Una are coming home in a few days...they want to 
make the most of the shopping while they’re back in the 
States.” 

| expect him to grimace but instead he looks at me in 
concern. 

“Do you want to go shopping?” 

| raise my eyebrows and wonder if he banged his head too. 
“| know this life...for you...is different,” he says, wincing as if 
talking too much is painful. 

“Sssh,” | say, “You’re hurting yourself. I’m fine. | Know what 
I’m signing up for.” 

“Do you?” he says grimly. “I can’t ever offer you a normal 
life. And although l'Il remain in the shadows...I’m going to be 
a more active leader of the bratva from now on. We can’t risk 
a repeat of what happened with Baranovsky.” 

He looks at me warily, as if he thinks this news is going to 
make me go running for the hills or something. 

“Andrei filled me in already,” | tell him. “And you seem to be 
forgetting | can’t just walk away. I’m Clan too.” 

He squeezes my hand and looks at me with pride in his eyes. 
“Also,” | tell him, “I’ve applied for a research position at the 
university. And in my spare time I’m going to be studying 
our DNA. It’s about time we knew more about ourselves.” 
“You are amazing,” he says softly. | lean over and kiss him 
again, savouring the taste and warmth of him. 


“In that case,” he says as | pull away, “There’s something | 
need to ask you.” 


“Oh?” 
| think he’s about to tease me about something but he looks 
deadly serious. 


“Arta, will you marry me?” 


| stare at him in shock, and then feel a grin spread slowly 
across my face. 


“You want to get married? Even though we're already 
mated?” 


“Yes,” he says with a decisive nod. “I’ve never wanted 
anything more. Andrei and Alek are right...some human 
customs are good ones. | want everything with you Arta.” He 
reaches up and strokes my face. “Mating, marriage...and 
children.” 


| go warm at the thought of carrying Mikhail’s children. 
Another new generation of Clan. 


“Yes,” | whisper, tears of joy stinging my eyes. “Yes, of course 
l'II marry you. And I can’t wait to have children with you.” 
Mikhail gives me a slow, delicious grin and pulls the sheet 
back off his naked body. As I look at him his cock grows hard. 


“But you’re in pain,” | protest even as | reach out and stroke 
him and am rewarded by a soft moan of pleasure rather than 
pain. 

“Just don’t lean on me,” he says, reaching for me. “If we’re 
going to get pregnant, there’s no time like the present to 
start trying. I’m not getting any younger.” 

| kiss him hard as he slips his hand inside my shirt and we 
start to work on our future plans. 


EPILOGUE 


Mikhail 
Three Months Later 


| watch Arta walk towards me and smile. She looks the most 
beautiful | have ever seen her, in a floor length gown which 

pushes her tits up to their full glory then falls away, draping 
expertly over those luscious curves which | know as well as 

the back of my hand. | have never felt as proud as | do now, 
watching her walk towards me with flowers in her hand. 


It’s our wedding day, and | still can’t quite believe I’m here. | 
remember watching Andrei and Alek get married and not 
being able to understand why they would do such a thing, 
but now of course | understand exactly why. And | can’t wait 
to spend the rest of my life with the woman | love. The whole 
time | thought I was claiming her, it seems that in reality she 
was claiming me. And now | am well and truly owned. 
Mikhail, the orphan boy who became a Clan leader and then 
a bratva kingpin, is now going to be a husband. Andrei and 
Alek would be teasing me even harder if they dared. 

In the months since the showdown with Baranovsky, a lot 
has changed. We are staying in a luxury hotel in Moscow 
while the house is refurbished...in some places completely 
rebuilt. Arta was upset none of the books were saved, but 
she’s kept busy. She has a position at the University in the 
research lab and spends what spare minutes she gets there 
continuing to unlock the secrets of our blood. 

While | oversee Viktor’s operations from behind the scenes. 
So far he seems happy enough to uphold the Clan alliance 
and be leader in name only, but | keep a closer eye on 


things now. While Viktor has more honour than Baranovsky 
had in his little finger, things change. People get jealous, 
and want more than they have. Especially humans. So we all 
remain on alert, ready to stamp out the first signs of trouble. 
So far there haven’t been any. Hopefully it stays that way. 
I’m looking forward to at least a few months of wedded bliss. 


Arta reaches me, passes her flowers to Una behind her, then 
turns to me and | take her hands, looking deep into those 
beautiful blue eyes. / love you, | mouth silently. She grins at 
me. / love you too, she mouths back. 


| feel like the luckiest bear on earth. 


The priest takes us through the vows, but | barely hear him, 
though | manage to repeat them without making a fool of 
myself. | gaze at Arta transfixed as she repeats her vows, 
pledging to be mine for the rest of our lives. Of course we 
have already done so in front of the Clan at our mating 
ceremony, but | still feel a thrill at hearing her say the words. 
Perhaps there is some human in me after all. And maybe 
even some romance. 


When the vows are over we walk down the aisle hand in 
hand, while the few guests throw confetti at us. | have no 
idea what the point of these little coloured bits of paper is, 
but Arta seems to enjoy it. Now we have photos, then a meal 
and a dance. I’m just itching to get her back to the hotel and 
get that dress off. Not to mention this suit. 


Later on, back at the hotel, | take her in my arms and kiss 
her, slowly unzipping the back of her dress. My wife. She 
steps out of the dress and stands in front of me and she 
looks so fucking sexy | nearly cum in my pants. She’s 
wearing a soft cream corset that explains the cleavage, with 
a flimsy scrap of cream lace covering her crotch, stockings 
and a garter, and she looks absolutely divine. 


“Come here,” | growl, reaching for her. She darts away, 
laughing. 


“Don’t make me tie you up,” | warn, pulling at my tie. She 
raises a perfectly plucked eyebrow and bites her lip. 


“Now that sounds fun,” she says in a low voice. 


“Oh really?” | pull off my tie with one hand and pick her up 
with the other, laying her gently back on the bed and raising 
her hands above her head. Straddling her, | start to loop the 
tie around her wrists while she smiles up at me wickedly. 


| run a hand slowly down her body, gazing into her eyes. | 
intend to take this very slowly, and tease her until she begs 
for more. 


Then, as my hand reaches her tummy | see a strange look 
flash in her eyes, something | can’t read. | stop and frown at 
her. 


“What is it?” 

She smiles. 

“| was going to wait until afterwards to tell you....” 
“Tell me what?” | say, confused. Her eyes are dancing. 
“I'm pregnant,” she says softly. 


| stare at her then break into a wide grin. Just when | thought 
| couldn’t get any happier. 


“I’m going to be a dad!” 
“You certainly are,” she says, then tugs her arms against her 
bonds impatiently. “Now where were we...?” 


Feeling like I’m bubbling over with joy, | start to make love 
to my wife...and now also the mother of my child. 


EXTENDED EPILOGUE 


Arta 


Five Years Later 


| lean over my daughter Katya and place a soft kiss on her 
cheek. In the deep sleep of a baby she doesn’t even stir. | 
smile and walk quietly out of the room, down the hall and 
into the next bedroom to check on my son, Petyr. He’s fast 
asleep too, and | realize again how much he looks like 
Mikhail. He’s a handsome boy. 

And one day, he could be the next leader of the Clan. 
Things have been relatively quiet the last few years, since 
my tumultuous initiation into the Clan. Viktor continues to 
lead the local bratva under the watchful eye of Mikhail and 
he seems happy enough to both take Mikhail’s lead and 
uphold the terms of the alliance. After the chaotic years 
under Baranovsky, there is peace. AS much peace as is 
possible in this world, anyway. 


Mikhail’s working life thankfully intrudes little on our family 
and our everyday existence. My days have become a 
comforting but fast-paced rhythm of parenting, working in 
the lab and teaching. Thanks to the support of Mikhail, 
Callie and Una I’ve managed to get a doctorate even while 
dealing with two pregnancies and | now lecture on 
epigenetics at the university. It’s a growing field and I’m at 
the forefront of it. And in my spare time | work at the lab, 
unlocking our shape shifter secrets. It’s endlessly 
fascinating. I’m determined the next generation of bears will 
grow up understanding who and what we are. 


| think my father would have been proud. 


| go downstairs and into the lounge where Mikhail is relaxing 
on the sofa in front of a roaring fire. He smiles as he sees me 
and pats the sofa next to him. | sit down and snuggle into 
his strong body. 

“All asleep?” he asks. 

“Out like a light, the pair of them,” | smile. 

Mikhail is a wonderful, hands-on father, and after five years 
together we are still deeply in love. He also seems to desire 
me more with each passing year. As my body changed with 
pregnancy and motherhood he made no secret of his lust for 
my blossoming body. 

He rakes his eyes across my body now, his pupils dark with 
desire. It’s a rare night we get both kids to sleep at the same 
time. 

“Maybe we should get an early night ourselves,” | suggest, 
leaning in to brush his lips with mine. 

“That sounds like a plan wife,” he growls. 

Taking my hand, he leads me upstairs. 
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